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It is very important for the artist to gauge his position aright, to realize that he 
has a duty to his art and to himself, that he is not king of the castle but rather a 
servant of a nobler purpose. He must search deeply into his own soul, develop 
and tend it, so that his art has something to clothe, and does not remain a glove 
without a hand…The artist is not born to a life of pleasure. He must not live idle; 
he has a hard work to perform, and one that often proves a cross to be borne. He 
must realize that his every deed, feeling, and thought are raw but sure material 
from which his work is to arise, that he is free in art but not in life. (Kandinsky, 
Wassily, p. 54) 
       Wassily Kandinsky, 1911 
 
Art schools should be the conscience of the art world, …they should not only 
consider finding a strong and clear moral core from which to educate but should 
achieve a moral presence in the art market. They should educate young artists 
about shop and business ethics; counsel them about the challenges of early 
success, in terms of the rigid branding expectations that are publicly set; dare to 
address those art dealers and collectors who walk through their M.F.A. shows; 
and host more than ever before the experimental and political art that has not yet 
found exhibition venues. In the end, art theory alone…does not constitute a 
lasting moral core for art schools. Actions must follow…There needs to be truly 
embodied practical gestures of institutional citizenship (Pujol, Ernest in Madoff, 
2009, pg. 9). 
       Ernest Pujol, 2009 
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ABSTRACT 
The Nobel Prize, arguably the most prestigious acknowledgement of ethical 
achievement, was established by Alfred Nobel to honor those who have performed “to 
the greatest benefit of mankind” (Nobel, 2018). Despite the many categories for which 
Nobel laureates are recognized, there is no category that specifically recognizes the visual 
artist. In addition, many other direct and indirect measures of individual ethical 
achievement, such as Gallup’s annual most admired man and woman poll, rarely mention 
artists. This lack raises an important question: Do contributions to the visual arts fall 
outside the realm of ethics, thus rendering visual artists ineligible to stand as models of 
the ethical life? 
This dissertation aims to cultivate an understanding of the visual artist as a type of 
ethical exemplar known as the “restored beautiful soul,” a theoretical construct proposed 
here for the first time in the Masi Model of the Artist as Restored Beautiful Soul 
(MMARBS). This construct combines the kalos kagathos ideal of the “beautiful soul,” 
which originated in ancient Greece as the fusion of the beautiful and the good and was 
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revived by Enlightenment philosophers, with a restorative additional element of the 
communal. Using this new theoretical construct, this investigation analyzes the lives, 
practices, and influences of a sample of prominent late-nineteenth- and twentieth-century 
visual artists. 
This investigation is not simply a theoretical foray into the construct of the ethical 
artist, however; it is also a practical contribution to the field of arts education. Currently, 
arts schools and art programs at institutions of higher learning offer little guidance to help 
aspiring young artists ground their lives and work in a comprehensive system of personal 
and professional ethics. To remedy this deficiency, arts educators can incorporate the 
case examples from this investigation into their own curricula, and, more important still, 
apply the restored beautiful soul construct (MMARBS) to other historical and 
contemporary artists. Thus, using this new construct, arts educators can develop one-of-a-
kind curricula tailored to the needs of specific students, providing those students with role 
models to demonstrate what it means to maintain a sense of integrity with respect to 
one’s work, one’s viewers, and one’s community over a career spanning a lifetime.  
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PREFACE 
The origins of this investigation are twofold. It arises in part as a response to a 
serious oversight in upholding the ethics and moral problem solving competencies of the 
accreditation criteria for institutions of higher learning that specialize in arts education. 
Perhaps even more fundamentally, however, it arises from the researcher’s lifelong love 
for, and struggle with, how to create art that provides a transformative experience for the 
viewer, and from years of seeing her own struggles replayed again and again in her 
students.  
My years as an undergraduate art student were difficult in large part because of 
the highly conceptual nature of arts pedagogy during the 1980s. I encountered many 
challenges finding meaningful role models to help me discern the direction of my work. 
As a result, my work tended to be muddled and confusing. Though I frequently visited 
museums and galleries to shape my visual mind, I was ignorant about the voices of the 
artists, about their lives, practices, and influences as told in their own words, all of which 
would have helped me form a vision for my work and a plan to shape my life as an artist. 
I knew a lot about works of art, but little about what being an artist really meant. 
Thankfully, as I read more directly from the artists themselves, my perspective changed, 
gradually enabling me to find my own voice and vision.  
During my more than 20 years of teaching visual art students in a variety of 
settings (campus and online art schools, colleges, and universities), I have found that my 
own unfortunate experience as a young art student is all too common in arts education, as 
  x 
is well documented in the literature. The great majority of my art students have 
consistently demonstrated the passion, dedication, and desire to create work deeply 
connected to themselves, their viewers, and the universal. This drive is the initial spark 
that is essential for a young artist to succeed, as for any other aspiring professional. 
However, unlike the fields of politics, religion, science, or medicine, in the visual arts, 
there are few robust studies of great artists as role models that could help the student 
chart his or her path by learning directly from the experiences of the artist in the artist’s 
own words. To chart such a path, students need first to develop a sense of ethical 
grounding, but their formal arts education rarely, if ever, provides for this need. 
There is little information available for arts educators to teach the how of being an 
artist who aspires to create transformative experiences and, furthermore, to teach it 
through the voices of those great artists who have come and gone before them. Students 
need precise, well-wrought role models and readings to help guide them as they create 
and sustain their voices, visions, and careers over time. And as arts educators, we must do 
all we can to prevent our students from leaving the field burdened with mounds of debt 
because they hadn’t developed a foundation within themselves strong and purposeful 
enough to sustain a creative vision and career. This study offers one component, research 
culled from the voices of six ethically visionary artists, to help the next generation of 
artists nourish that creative vision. 
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1 
CHAPTER ONE 
 
 
This dissertation begins with the question of why, as is for the fields of 
economics, the sciences, and literature, there is no Nobel Prize for art? Is the lingering 
Romantic perception of the visual artist—as crazy, self-involved, and sometimes even 
cruel, all in service to the authenticity of the artwork—a fair depiction of this type of 
professional? Unlike certain admirable professionals in their fields, are visual artists not 
to be admired? And therefore, should established visual artists, even the most ostensibly 
successful ones, not be used as role models for the aspiring young art student?  
As noted in the preface, one of the inspirations for this research was Harvard 
University cognitive psychologist Howard Gardner’s book Creating Minds: An Anatomy 
of Creativity Seen Through the Lives of Freud, Einstein, Picasso, Stravinsky, Eliot, 
Graham, and Gandhi. Gardner offers a masterful and deeply complex analysis of seven 
contemporaneous individuals considered the “greats” in their respective fields. He 
examined these individuals through the lens of his groundbreaking multiple intelligences 
theory. The current study has engaged deeply with one of Gardner’s key insights that 
touches indirectly on the ethical standing of the creative genius:  
that each of the creators became embedded in some kind of a bargain or deal, or 
Faustian arrangement, executed as a means of ensuring the preservation of his or 
her unusual gifts. In general, the creators were so caught up in the pursuit of their 
work mission that they sacrificed all, especially the possibility of a rounded 
existence (1993, p. 44). 
 
This allegedly tormented relationship between artist and art may in part account for the 
popular perception of artists as somehow morally suspect. It also raises an important 
question: Are artists unethical and therefore unworthy of society’s admiration? Is it best 
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to continue to engage with the art but not the artist? Or is it time to hear from artists 
themselves about the ethical and moral considerations, and level of integrity to their art, 
required to create meaningful artwork? And, as a particular concern of this study, is it 
time for art students to hear directly from artists who preceded them in order to grapple 
deeply and deliberately with the complex ethics of the artist, thus encouraging art 
students to develop their own personal and professional sense of ethics? 
Many myths abound about visual artists, some based in truth, some not. Each 
person entering the field must determine what is true for his or her own journey as a 
creative individual and discard what is not. This ability is cultivated by learning from as 
wide a range of resources as possible. One of those resources is the long list of successful 
artists who have come before us. 
Through the voices of six prominent visual artists (Wassily Kandinsky, Käthe 
Kollwitz, Jacob Lawrence, Mark Rothko, Vincent van Gogh, and Remedios Varo) this 
dissertation identified the visual artist as an alternative type of moral exemplar known as 
the “restored beautiful soul.” Evidence for the restored beautiful soul was advanced 
within a distinct conceptual framework, the Masi Model for the Artist as Restored 
Beautiful Soul (MMARBS). This model was based on 1) the philosophical theories of the 
18th-century beautiful soul ideal of how to live one’s life as a work of art popularized in 
the Enlightenment and originated in 5th-century B.C.E. Greek philosophy (Norton, 1995); 
2) the social science construct of the moral exemplar (Swearer, 1998; Frimer, Walker, 
Lee, et al., 2015); and 3) an additional element of solidarity that “restores” the beautiful 
soul through the artist’s engagement with the communal (Rorty, 1989). The model that 
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was designed at the beginning of the research was adapted based on the findings from the 
study (see Chapter 4).  
This investigation is not simply a theoretical foray into the construct of the ethical 
artist, however; it is also designed to be a practical contribution to pedagogy. Arts 
educators will be able to incorporate the case examples, findings, and implications of this 
study into their own curricula, and, by extension, to apply the restored beautiful soul 
construct to other exemplary artists. This will enable arts students to learn how such 
artists were able to maintain a sense of integrity with respect to their work, viewers, and 
communities over careers spanning a lifetime by hearing from the artists themselves.  
Many prominent visual artists fulfill the criteria of this framework. For example, 
Chicana muralist Judith Baca and Abstract-Expressionist painter Mark Rothko are two 
very different artists who both illustrate the kinds of ethical consciousness with which 
this investigation is concerned. Baca’s approach, which is characteristic of the social 
justice ethical artist (see Chapter 4 for more details), is ethical with respect to particular 
ethnic and cultural communities in the greater Los Angeles area. Baca not only created 
mile-long murals that explore the collective and individual histories of ethnic minorities; 
she also gathered rival gang members together so they themselves could create 
collaborative artwork and engage in dialogue about their shared experiences. In 1974, 
Baca founded the City of Los Angeles’s first mural program, and in 1976 she co-founded 
the Social and Public Art Resource Center (SPARC). According to their website, SPARC 
“memorializes through public art” and “provide[s] empowerment through participatory 
processes to residents and communities excluded from civic debate” (SPARC, 2017). 
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Baca’s institute has served the southern California Latino community for over 30 years, 
with a clearly defined mission and body of literature explaining her methods and 
philosophy (a characteristic of the MMARBS framework). 
 In contrast to Baca’s approach, Mark Rothko’s ethical orientation, which is 
characteristic of the metaphysically oriented ethical artist (see Chapter 4 for more 
details), focuses on the relationship that arises between viewer and artwork in the act of 
viewing itself. A voracious reader of Nietzsche and other philosophers, Rothko believed 
that every work of art required elements of tragedy and ecstasy in order to reflect life’s 
true meaning. Rothko spent hours with viewers in his studio gauging their reactions to his 
work by asking questions about what they were seeing and experiencing. He believed 
that, as the relationship between viewer and artwork becomes more intimate, both viewer 
and artwork are transformed, and it was that transformation that he obsessively sought. In 
addition to his philosophical influences (another characteristic of the MMARBS 
framework), Rothko wrote philosophical essays about aesthetics and his artistic process, 
proclaiming art to be “a form of action” that is “kindred … to idealism” (2004, p. 10). In 
addition, art “is a form of communication and when it enters the environment it produces 
its effects just as any other form of action” (p.10).  One of the key propositions of this 
study is that visual art can be considered a form of moral action.  
This investigation considered the following research questions:  
1. What ethical factors enable artists to create a significant body of art and career?  
2. Are these factors unique to each artist, or are there patterns across the artists? 
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3. Do any such patterns provide valuable information to those creating curricula for the 
education of artists?   
 
An important motive for pursuing these research questions arose from a particular 
flaw in the accreditation of arts institutions and programs. As conferred by the National 
Association for Schools of Art and Design (NASAD), accreditation assures prospective 
students and parents that a set of standards and competencies have been met. A 
competency for ethics in arts education does exist in the NASAD accreditation literature. 
However, A detailed analysis of the NASAD accreditation requirement of ethical problem 
solving for arts institutions (Masi, 2015) has revealed that, except for a select few art 
schools (The Rhode Island School of Design and the School of the Art Institute of 
Chicago), most arts programs—in art schools, universities, colleges, and community arts 
centers—do not have curricula that adequately address NASAD’s ethics competency. In 
addition, the research also revealed that NASAD does not appear to hold their institutions 
accountable for meeting this competency in their accreditation audit reports. As a result 
of this analysis, six recommendations emerged for how art schools and university, 
college, and community arts programs could meet the expected ethics competency. Two 
of these recommendations—Recommendation 3: Development of an Ethical Construct 
for the Visual Artist and Recommendation 4: Development of a Series of Role Models for 
Curriculum—are the focus of this dissertation.  
 Table 1 represents the artists that were the subjects of this investigation:  
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Table 1. Visual Artists in Study 
Artist Dates Ethnicity Gender 
Wassily Kandinsky 1866 - 1944 Russian Male 
Käthe Kollwitz 1867 - 1945 German Female 
Jacob Lawrence 1917 - 2000 African American Male 
Mark Rothko 1903 - 1970 American Male 
Vincent Van Gogh 1853 - 1890 French Male 
Remedios Varo 1908 – 1963 Spanish Female 
 
These artists were chosen as they had already met the standards of a “great” artist 
or high creative achiever; had written journals, essays, or other published works 
describing their journeys; and had a proven ethical focus in their lives and careers. It was 
essential to this study to hear from the artists themselves in order to understand each 
artist’s ethical vision as expressed in his or her own voice. Many other accomplished and 
ethically-focused artists that could have been included did not produce writings from 
which to draw the necessary evidence.  
This investigation used the Masi Model of the Artist as Restored Beautiful Soul 
(MMARBS) as a way to gather evidence and produce meaningful findings for arts 
educators to use in their curriculum. This framework will be explained in-depth in 
Chapters 2 and 3. For now, a brief introduction to the framework will enable a clearer 
understanding of the parameters of this study. 
Once the concept of the artist as high creative achiever has been established, there 
are three constructs that make up the “individual factors” of the MMARBS:  
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1. the Beautiful, which encompasses various psychological and inherent 
traits of the individual and is about being.  
2. the Good, “moral exemplar,” which encompasses ethical principles, 
reflections about creative process, religiosity, influences, and 
philosophical writings and beliefs and is about doing.  
3. and the Communal, which encompasses aspects of moral action and 
solidarity and is about acting.   
 
Previous social science research (e.g. studies of creativity) has thoroughly 
analyzed the socio-psychological factors of artists, providing a rich body of knowledge 
about what constitutes a creative individual. This aspect of the artist appears in the 
conceptual framework in red and is not part of this research. The creative product and 
process, also not part of this research, have been analyzed primarily in the field of art 
history. It is the ethical component that has been overlooked by previous researchers. 
This component includes the ethical, spiritual, and moral factors of artists’ influences, 
habits of ethical practice, moral choices, and resulting work. These ethical factors, 
marked below in blue and green, are the focus of this study. It was expected that as the 
findings would reveal more themes that the model would need to be adapted at the end of 
the study.  
By combining constructs from the social sciences and the philosophy of 
aesthetics, and incorporating an addition construct to account for solidarity and the 
communal, this confluence (named the Masi Model of the Artist as Restored Beautiful 
Soul) enabled the identification and delineation of the ethical factors of six prominent 
visual artists. 
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Figure 1: Initial Masi Model of the Artist as Restored Beautiful Soul (MMARBS) 
 
Because an artist’s ethical influences are not represented in his or her work alone, 
this investigation looked to six artists who have written about their lives, work, 
influences, and habits of practice. Evidence from primary and secondary source writings 
was sorted into categories using the MMARBS framework. From these categories, 
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recurrent themes were identified for each artist. Cross-case analysis among the six artists 
yielded overarching thematic ethical trends that can be applied to identify additional role 
models for aspiring artists. This framework is not proposed as a fixed set of individual 
factors but is assumed to evolve as additional artists are examined.  
In the first epigraph in this dissertation (please see page v) Wassily Kandinsky, 
one of the artists in the study and author of Concerning the Spiritual in Art, calls for 
artists to live the artistic life in an exemplary manner. Kandinsky challenged his students 
and colleagues to direct their lives toward creating art for a higher purpose. He advocated 
sacrifice and a rigorous work ethic. Kandinsky stated that the artist is above all free in the 
creation of the art, yet in order to maintain the necessary spiritual ethos to create the 
work, the artist is bound to subordinate his or her own self-interest to the integrity of the 
work. For arts educators to propose their students to meet Kandinsky’s challenges in the 
classroom, an ethical construct and relevant case examples are indispensable.  
In the second epigraph of the dissertation (please see page v), conceptual artist, 
educator, and activist Ernest Pujol, not one of the six artists in the study, addresses the 
necessary role of the artist as purveyor of unconventional commodities within a 
bewildering and sometimes hostile market. He wrote that art schools owe their students 
an education that meets the demands of all aspects of their development as visual artists, 
including an introduction to ethics and relevant business practices. As Pujol realized, art 
schools excel at teaching technique, art history, and important critical thinking skills. 
However, if only the formal aspects of the work are taught without the context about the 
lived experience of the artists, including their ethical influences and actions, a crucial 
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aspect of how artists create their work is missing. Professors in art schools and university 
arts programs have little access to research that could provide a way of teaching such a 
construct or that documents the lives of visual artists within an ethical framework. Yet 
NASAD recommends and expects that in their general education competencies for 
accreditation that schools include curricula addressing ethics and moral problem solving. 
Primary Stakeholder: The Art Student 
Socrates first raised in The Meno the important question of whether virtue can be 
taught. He posed two hypotheses: if virtue is a form of knowledge, then it can be taught 
and is an extrinsic way of knowing. However, if it is a form of wisdom, then it cannot be 
taught and is thereby intrinsic to the individual. By the end of this dialogue, he concludes 
that, because virtue is beneficial to the soul, it is a form of wisdom, not knowledge, and 
thus cannot be taught. Though the debate over whether one can teach virtue continues 
today in philosophical and educational discussions, most would agree that the driving 
force behind ethical behavior is moral motivation. There are many such motivators, 
including self-interest, duty, sympathy, empathy, and a desire to act consistently with 
moral principles (Wallace, 1998). And more often than not, when presented with a moral 
dilemma, a person will act in the “right” way. If the person fails to do so, the failure is 
usually attributed to lack of knowledge or situational pressures (Batson & Thompson, 
2001).  
 Arts educators cannot guarantee that their students will respond in a moral 
manner to ethical dilemmas. However, if the art student is not taught about virtue, moral 
dilemmas, and problem solving, then the student is denied the opportunity to practice the 
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kind of moral deliberation that will later help him or her act in a virtuous manner. 
Therefore, arts educators owe it to students to expose them to the specific moral 
dilemmas they may face, and the corresponding ethical principles they may call upon, as 
professional artists. One way to fulfill this pedagogical need is to expose students to 
ethical role models who have themselves succeeded in the visual arts.  
It is difficult to earn a living wage as a visual artist. According to the Bureau of 
Labor Statistics, the average hourly wage for independent artists, writers, and illustrators 
is $25 per hour with most of the work performed on a freelance basis. Most visual artists 
enter into the field of computer-related design or education in order to support themselves 
and pay their school loans, which means they are not devoting most of their working 
hours to their true vocation. Yet, each year over one million aspiring visual artists enroll 
in art schools or university art departments. Their student debt upon graduation is one of 
the highest, however, their starting wages are among the lowest (Simon and Barry, 2013). 
Given these numbers, art students are much more likely to enjoy fulfilling lifelong 
careers if they are provided more tools to maintain their youthful passion, commitment, 
and love of the arts while also addressing the inescapable demand to put food on the 
table. How to guide art students to cultivate these factors through ethical role models is 
an important part of their education.  
Two studies in particular illuminate the way art students create meaning and craft 
identity in their art school experiences. In their three-year longitudinal study of the 
making of artists within an Australian university art school, Kerry Thomas and Janet 
Chan of the University of New South Wales found a “double paradox of students’ 
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practice: despite their belief in creative autonomy, they repeatedly make compromises to 
improve their competitive advantage in the struggle to be creative and to be recognized 
for their artistic achievements” (2013, p. 260). It was found that their belief in creative 
autonomy stemmed from the Romantic and Modernist traditions of the emancipation of 
the self, which was critical to the rise of the artist and the conquest of artistic innovation 
in the avant-garde (Rancière, 2011). However, researchers described these art students as 
having an overly focused, or “fetishized,” sense of self and as lacking the ability to 
theoretically or historically contextualize their beliefs relative to these traditions (Thomas 
& Chan, 2013). These researchers found this tendency may lead students to 
overemphasize their autonomy while compromising their ethics, to the detriment of their 
work.  
In the second study, a 2013 examination of the foundation year at two elite art 
colleges, Stacey McKenna Salazar found little evidence of meaning-making evident in 
students’ work. She goes on to say that if the function of an art school is to develop the 
artist, “careful thought must be given to crafting curricula and pedagogy relevant to 
[becoming] citizens of the 21st century” (Salazar, 2013, p. 255). Such pedagogy must 
include solid ethical grounding. 
During the last few decades, the direction of higher art education has changed 
considerably. According to Madoff (2009), younger artists have become more savvy 
about the marketplace. They are also entering the marketplace at a much younger age 
with less experience than their predecessors. In response, art schools have begun to orient 
artists toward life after art school. In some institutions, this drive has pushed aside 
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aesthetics, ethics, and other less “core” liberal arts subject matter. Many artists and 
educators are now realizing that art schools must reorient themselves toward the changing 
needs of tomorrow’s artists. These needs include a more ethics-based approach to arts 
education (Madoff, 2009). 
History of Ethics and Arts Education 
The concept of ethics and the arts originated with 5th century philosopher Plato, 
whose Republic depicts much of the arts as fundamentally deceptive and therefore 
morally suspect due to his belief that the origin of the impulse to make art was to imitate 
nature. Therefore, visual artists were not welcome in the republic. Aristotle, a student of 
Plato and author of Nicomachean Ethics, agreed but thought that art sought the universal, 
and therefore, was an idealization of nature, not an imitation. The dual philosophical 
ideas of the idealization of nature and the artistic impulse toward the universal are also 
characteristics of the restored beautiful soul (MMARBS).  
From the Middle Ages to the 18th century, ethics and the arts were overtly 
intertwined with each other, as most works of art were created for religious purposes and 
sponsored by religious institutions. During the Romantic movement of the 18th century, 
the arts, along with the individualism of the artist, were elevated to one of the highest 
standards of value. However, with this exaltation came the separation of art from function 
and morality as it related to everyday lived experience. In the 19th century, a modern 
philosophy emerged toward an evolution of a pluralistic view of the arts which meant that 
virtually anything—from an upside-down urinal (Duchamp) or a fur teacup (Oppenheim), 
to new visualizations of space and form in Cubist portraiture (Picasso & Braque, 1920s), 
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to the absence of any frame of reference at all in conceptual art, abstract expressionism, 
and color field (Pollock, Kelly, Irwin, Frankenthaler)—could now claim a place within 
the realm of art. This evolution also meant that form, function, and reference to the real 
world often disappeared altogether. Today art encompasses micro-art movements related 
to performance, digital media, installation, eco-science, and social media, among the 
more traditional methods of painting, sculpture, craft arts, and photography. 
As Dr. Albert Schweitzer stated, “in a general sense, ethics is the name that we 
give to our concern for good behavior. We feel an obligation to consider not only our 
own personal well-being but also that of others and of human society as a whole” (as 
cited in Ryan & Bohlin, 1999, p. 6). Therefore, most, if not all, disciplines incorporate 
some study of ethics into their curricula. Historically, however, ethics in visual arts 
education has been under-represented for several reasons. As a field of study and 
practice, the arts do not adhere to the internal structures and external societal obligations 
that characterize many other fields. The arts are more fluid than, say, law or medicine. 
Consequently, ethics are less clearly delineated in the arts, which has neither a 
Hippocratic Oath nor a Code of Ethics (Gardner, 2001). In addition, there is little 
pedagogy within the arts to promote moral exemplars (Swearer, Walker, et al.), ethical 
leaders (Fluker), or admirable individuals (Colby & Damon) whom arts students could 
emulate.  
Until the mid-20th century, artists were primarily educated in the workshop, 
though some had access to an academic education. Working with established artists as 
apprentices, they would concentrate in the classical traditions and separate disciplines of 
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painting, sculpture, printmaking, and other conventional forms. Study of the classics and 
humanities was included in most arts academies and schools. In the latter part of the 20th 
century, with the explosion of post-modernism and new media, conceptualism took over 
the schools. Boundaries between disciplines blurred, and new theories of “art for art’s 
sake” dominated the conversation. In the 1960s and 1970s new media were added such as 
photography, film, and video, with a hodgepodge of art history, theory, and criticism 
often tossed into arts education curricula. Narrative content and realism took a back seat, 
and form, not substance, was emphasized. The 1980s produced students who were over-
informed about arts theory and the marketplace, and under-informed in key areas of 
liberal arts and sometimes in the craft of their artistic discipline (Madoff, 2009). No 
longer were rigorous foundation courses required. In many programs, artists did not 
choose a major and were not graded in conventional terms, a practice that is still 
prevalent in many arts educational settings today. Education became much more loosely 
defined, with less emphasis on the core liberal arts subjects such as history, philosophy, 
literature, foreign language, or even aesthetics. Many art students graduate never having 
read seminal aesthetic texts such as Kant’s Critique of Judgment, Tolstoy’s What is Art?, 
or Benedetto Croce’s Lectures on Aesthetics (Morgan, 1998), much less ethical texts such 
as Plato’s Republic, John Rawls’s Theory of Justice, or Nel Noddings’s Caring: A 
Feminine Approach to Ethics and Moral Education. 
Unlike in university or college settings, an art school offers intense training in a 
specific arts discipline, typically with less emphasis and fewer resources devoted to the 
liberal arts subjects. Art schools still grant undergraduate and graduate professional 
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degrees; however, their course offerings may be more oriented toward newer, less 
conventional programs. Traditionally, ethics-based curricula are offered through colleges 
and university departments of philosophy and other humanities disciplines. 
A student’s ratio of time devoted to technique vs. time devoted to liberal arts 
study also varies depending on the category of studio art degree, B.A. or B.F.A., the 
student chooses to pursue. A bachelor of fine arts (B.F.A.) allows students to focus much 
of their studies in techniques, theories, and history related solely to art, sometimes up to 
70% (Petersons, 2008, p. 3). A liberal arts degree (B.A.) will require more coursework in 
a broader range of subjects while the student simultaneously majors and gains proficiency 
in a studio art discipline. Both the B.A. and B.F.A. can be attained at most universities. 
However, most art schools only offer a B.F.A. in the studio art subjects. A B.A. program 
at a university is usually more rigorous in the liberal arts but less focused on the relevant 
studio art. In contrast, an art school’s B.F.A. program may not have the same 
commitment and resources to teach the liberal arts subjects, but students are more deeply 
steeped in their studio art discipline. Art schools are sometimes perceived to be for 
students who wish to pursue a professional, teaching, or vocational career in their 
discipline. If such students are not in a university environment, it is unclear whether they 
will receive sufficient exposure to an ethics-related curriculum. If the art schools have 
more limited liberal arts resources, then how do they meet the NASAD ethics 
competency?  
In addition, efforts to include ethics in the education of the artist conflicts with 
historically-entrenched resistance to moralizing and censorship among artists and arts 
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educators. Arts educators must necessarily teach students to uphold the central values of 
creative freedom and integrity to one’s work. Thus, these same educators may be strongly 
averse to the language of morality, how to be “good,” and other themes of ethics 
(Berleant, 1977). When calls for an ethical component in the studio arts classroom are 
made, many artists and educators reflexively respond with reverential platitudes about art 
for art’s sake (Gablik, 2004), the utmost loyalty of the artist to his or her art, etc. With 
such arguments comes the fear that some external agent will impose hostile values that 
dampen creativity, originality, and artistic freedom. One only needs to look back to the 
1990s when the University of the District of Columbia requested federal funds to 
purchase artist Judy Chicago’s controversial work The Dinner Party. During the ensuing 
debate on the floor of the United States Congress, Chicago’s work was labeled 
“offensive” and “pornographic.” In another instance of would-be censorship, New York 
City Mayor Rudy Giuliani attempted to close the Brooklyn Museum, which was 
exhibiting a controversial work of art by British artist Chris Ofili. Fears of censorship are 
also stoked by debates regarding funding, freedom of expression, controversial public art 
and artists, and negative public perceptions of artists in general. Therefore, language 
about ethics may appear in a school’s mission statement, but rarely appears in arts 
curricula. 
The National Association of Schools of Arts and Design (NASAD) 
 According to its literature and website, the specific role of NASAD is the 
accreditation of education programs in art and design, including the establishment of 
curricular standards and guidelines for specific degrees and credentials. NASAD has been 
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designated by the Department of Education as the agency responsible for freestanding art 
and design programs offered at non-degree and degree-related institutions. The NASAD 
membership and its Board of Directors vote on all standards and competencies for 
inclusion, though some are mandatory, whereas others are recommended. NASAD has 
over 350 institutional members, including most major art schools and a variety of college, 
community college, and university programs in the United States (NASAD, 2018). 
NASAD has identified ethics and moral problem solving as one of seven within 
the General Studies Competencies. In order to receive accreditation an institution must 
strive to meet this and other competencies outlined in the NASAD handbook. 
In the 2018 handbook the moral and ethical problem-solving competency appears 
in guidelines for two types of degree programs: the liberal arts degree with a major in art 
or in design studies, and all professional baccalaureate degrees in art and design.  
Table 2. NASAD General Studies Competencies for Liberal Arts and Professional 
Baccalaureate Degrees 
 
General Studies  
Competencies. Specific competency expectations are determined by the institution. Normally, 
students graduating with liberal arts degrees have:  
a. The ability to think, speak, and write clearly and effectively, and to communicate 
with precision, cogency, and rhetorical force.  
b. An informed acquaintance with the mathematical and experimental methods of the 
physical and biological sciences, and with the main forms of analysis the historical and 
quantitative techniques needed for investigating the workings and developments of 
modern society.  
c. An ability to address culture and history from a variety of perspectives.  
d. Understanding of, and experience in thinking about, moral and ethical problems.  
e. The ability to respect, understand, and evaluate work in a variety of disciplines.  
f. The capacity to explain and defend views effectively and rationally.  
g. Understanding of and experience in one or more art forms other than the visual 
arts and design. (NASAD Handbook, 2017-18, p. 92) 
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Because the NASAD ethics competency specifically names moral problem 
solving as one of its components, further contextualization is needed. Moral problem 
solving or moral decision-making refers to the process one follows to resolve an ethical 
dilemma. The ability to think through an ethical problem depends on the ability of the 
individual to figure out the correct questions to ask and identify an appropriate 
philosophical toolset to work through the problem’s conflicting ethical values. A moral 
problem or ethical dilemma is one that has competing values and/or interests. Philosopher 
John Dewey developed clinical pragmatism as one approach to solving an ethical 
dilemma. In order to solve a moral problem with this approach, one must first be able to 
see that a problem exists. One then applies a known value or moral principle as part of 
the process of solving the problem. Sometimes naming and ranking the competing moral 
principles is also useful. It is important to work through the solution beforehand to 
determine whether the problem would be solved or, instead, the proposed solution would 
make the problem worse. Ethical reflection is essential throughout this approach (Fins et 
al., 1997). 
Examples of Ethical Challenges in the Arts 
Today’s artists confront many of the same challenges that artists have faced for 
centuries, including meeting one’s basic needs for survival, accounting for viewer and 
patron reaction, marketing and selling one’s work, and, most importantly, sustaining 
oneself spiritually and emotionally over a lifetime to craft meaningful, original, and 
creative works. These challenges require a pedagogy to help students work through 
ethically fraught issues. As in any profession, the arts sometimes present the professional 
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with a situation in which he or she must weigh conflicting ethical values in order to make 
a decision and move forward. Artists working in the 21st century face additional 
challenges, which are presented below.  
1. Fair Use of Media and New Technology. 
Most art students attending art schools and universities will come with a laptop, 
cell phone, digital camera, and video software; Twitter, Instagram, YouTube and 
Facebook accounts; and the knowledge that new interactive technologies are continually 
emerging. With the explosion of content available on the Internet, working artists must be 
aware of the ethical boundaries for using media easily available. The temptation to access 
these media will require a solid knowledge both of fair-use principles and of 
appropriation vs. plagiarism in order to ensure the work is truly original. There are ethical 
and legal implications for creating work that could potentially violate copyright laws. 
With technology to quickly and easily upload content to the Internet, the artist must also 
carefully consider if, how, and when to distribute his or her work online. In addition, how 
best to utilize these technologies to communicate one’s work and ideas is an important 
area of ethical practice.  
One prominent work of art with an ethically compromised history is the “Hope” 
poster created by Shepard Fairey, widely viewed during the 2008 Obama campaign. The 
image rapidly appeared worldwide in print, digital, and electronic forms, and the original 
Fairey collage was acquired by the Smithsonian Institution. It was later determined, 
however, that Fairey had obtained the original photograph, by Associated Press 
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photographer Mannie Garcia, via a Google search. Several lawsuits ensued, engendering 
debates about the principles of copyright and fair use. In October 2009, Fairey admitted 
he had based the poster on the AP photograph and had destroyed evidence to hide this 
fact (Ng, 2009). Fairey’s creative intent may have been a noble one, producing a work of 
art to celebrate the rising tide of hope embodied in an image of Barack Obama. However, 
his methods were ignoble in the extreme. By using another artist’s work, widely 
distributing it on the Internet, and receiving considerable financial reward, Fairey 
violated several legal and ethical principles.  
2. Urban Landscape, Public Art, and Community Collaboration. 
Artwork designed for public spaces and audiences less familiar with 
contemporary art entails another set of ethical issues. According to public artist Suzanne 
Lacy, this genre of art is “socially engaged, interactive art for diverse audiences – 
featuring mass media, education, and the identification and development of specific 
constituencies” (as cited in Thurber, 1997, p. 36). Art students working in this realm need 
to consider how to negotiate with non-profit institutions, corporations, neighbors, and 
municipal governments. Such negotiations include licensing of appropriate venues and 
working with communities to ensure the work meets the expectations of its setting and 
the audience. Richard Serra’s Tilted Arc controversy is an example of a site-specific work 
that became hated by the very community it was to serve and eventually was removed 
against the wishes of the artist.  
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3. Navigating the Art Market. 
The art market presents another challenge to art schools, which must guide 
students as they decide how and when to make their work available to the public. 
Negotiating commissions, sales, and gallery contracts—not to mention determining if 
their work is ready to be shown in the wider art market—are all complicated maneuvers 
that require knowledge of law and acceptable commercial practices. Artists working 
decades ago usually had matured into their forties or fifties before exhibiting and selling 
work to a large audience. However, with the high cost of an arts education and the recent 
growth of the art market, art schools are collaborating with galleries and museums to 
showcase their most promising students. According to Madoff (2009), “The pressure is 
on art schools and programs to connect early with the art market and generate a smooth 
entry into the system while young artists are still under the school’s umbrella” (p. 221).  
4. Popular Themes: The Ecological, the Biotechnological, the Globalized. 
Many artists engage ecological and biotechnological themes that require another 
level of ethical thinking. Some art exhibits feature “evolutionary design, artificial life art, 
and ‘bioart’ practices in which artists simulate life and model living systems” (King & 
Levin, 2006, p. 199). In addition, increasing numbers of artists are using DNA 
technology (Heather Dewey-Hagbord), their own or another’s blood (Vincent Castiglia), 
bodily fluids or excrement (Kiki Smith, Piero Manzoni), and other parts of the human 
form to make art.  
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5. Artist as Global Citizen. 
Operating in a global arena requires new ways making art. Many young artists 
wish to devote their work to pressing social or political issues as they develop into artist 
citizens. In our ever-changing world, it is becoming increasingly difficult, however, for 
artists to sustain their original vision as they also navigate the terrain of funding, 
exhibition, and collaboration. These artists want their work to have some type of socially 
redeeming message and purpose. They also seek to create dialogue within a range of 
cultural constructs in order to effect some type of real-world change. The citizen artist 
faces considerable difficulty, however, as he or she strives to produce consistently ethical 
work. In addition, maintaining the quality of the work itself can be problematic; much 
bad art is made with good intent. Arts institutions must consider how to prepare young 
artists to convey important social messages to particular audiences while also maintaining 
high technical standards in the execution of the artwork. 
6. Gender, Race, Religion, Immigrant, and Special Populations. 
Artists who identify as or wish to speak to or about marginalized communities—
whether LGBTQ, religious, ethnic, disabled, or otherwise—must navigate complex 
ethical conflicts. Guiding young artists with the relevant ethical theories and literature 
specific to these populations is essential as society becomes more diverse.  
7. Artistic Identity and the Viewer.  
 
Perceptions of artists and the art world have dramatically changed over the past 
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two centuries. Artists are still considered by some to inhabit an exalted realm, and the arts 
are valued in most realms of society. However, a large rift has opened between the 
general public and the artist with respect to the importance of the arts. According to art 
historian Harriet Senie (1992):	
As a group, artists seem to inhabit a world apart, perceived as privileged yet often 
reviled. And art is treated in our culture as peripheral, an exclusive form of 
entertainment or a hobby. In the news art is only present when the subject of a 
controversy or when auction prices go through the roof on a particular piece. A 
unique product without fixed prices, its relationship to business is often masked 
but omnipresent…. Contemporary galleries and museums create a pristine 
atmosphere (bare, like Cistercian monasteries; their employees dressed in 
black)…. All this, when coupled with the widespread belief that making art is not 
work, fosters an aura of elitism and exclusivity, prompting deep resentment. (p. 
xiv). 
 If artists are, to some extent, trivialized by and isolated from society as a whole, 
so too are marginalized groups within the art world itself. Successful artists exhibiting in 
major museums and prominent galleries still tend to be white men. What are arts 
educators doing to promote identity formation for LGBTQ, women, and minority artists 
and artists with disabilities? How are arts programs advocating for artists directly affected 
by such ethical concerns?  
These questions require the art student to navigate the complex and sometimes 
competing imperatives of engaging in professional practice, addressing complicated 
sociological themes, working within mainstream and marginalized communities, and 
most importantly, maintaining one’s obligation to the artwork itself. Arts education must 
therefore include engagement with the kinds of philosophical discourse required to work 
through moral and ethical problems related to creating works of art that are then exhibited 
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for public viewership. Arts students must learn from experienced faculty who can explain 
and facilitate relevant debates to foster responsible, effective, and ethical decision-
making related to the young artist’s work, life, and vision. 
Conclusion 
Ethics and moral problem solving in arts education should not be an ancillary 
topic tucked away in the philosophy department or relegated solely to discussions of how 
to conduct one’s self during the commission process. Ethics and moral problem solving 
should be integral to the development of the artist because ethical issues pervade all 
aspects of the production and distribution of creative works. Art can generate serious 
real-world consequences, as demonstrated by the February 2015 shootings at the Paris 
headquarters of Charlie Hebdo, which published cartoons depicting the prophet 
Muhammad, and the 81-day imprisonment in 2011 of Chinese social justice artist and 
political dissident Ai Weiwei.  
This investigation used historical case examples and the starting MMARBS 
framework to examine the lives and work of a set of artists in relation to ethical factors 
that can be used in training new artists. This framework and findings from the study 
provide arts educators invaluable tools to guide students who wish to give their work and 
careers ethical grounding and, thus, enduring significance. This dissertation’s analysis 
also lays the foundation for future empirical studies into ethical constructs for use in arts-
based curricula.  
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CHAPTER 2: THE CONCEPTUAL MODEL 
 
The purpose of this investigation was to apply the Masi Model of the Artist as 
Restored Beautiful Soul framework (MMARBS) to historical case examples. The results 
were then used to conduct a cross-case analysis of six highly creative visual artists. In 
order to obtain the evidence for meaningful analysis, it was necessary to move beyond 
biographies of artists and scholarly analyses of their work. Articles about the psychology 
of the creative process, which have hitherto been very popular, were also inadequate for 
the present study. Instead, it was important to hear from the artists themselves. Because 
of the focus on primary source documents, a conceptual model was needed. This chapter 
elucidates both the characteristics of the high creative achiever and also the philosophical 
foundation of the aesthetic, ethical, and solidarity factors that define the MMARBS.  
This investigation considered the following research questions:  
1. What ethical factors enable artists to create a significant body of art and career?  
2. Are these factors unique to each artist, or are there patterns across the artists? 
3. Do any such patterns provide valuable information to those creating curricula for 
the education of artists?   
 
As stated in Chapter 1, teaching visual art students about ethics and moral 
problem solving in higher education programs is problematic for the field and may be 
part of the reason the topic of ethics and morality are avoided in higher arts education. 
Therefore, reframing the language, model, and definition of the ethical artist is necessary. 
This reframing can be accomplished in part by reviving and adapting the ideal of the 
beautiful soul. The ideal of the beautiful soul, as originally popularized in the 18th century 
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German Enlightenment, is an appropriate means of understanding the visual artist since it 
combines theories of the ethical and the aesthetic to explain how one can live one’s life as 
a work of art. As it appears in this conceptual framework, the ideal of the beautiful soul is 
“restored” to include a communal aspect, which more fully realizes the aesthetic and 
ethical aspects in ways optimally conducive to training young aspiring artists.  
It is important to note that the model that was used at the outset of the study was 
later adapted based on the findings in the study. Therefore, the model described below is 
the “initial” MMARBS framework. In Chapter 4 the “revised” MMARBS framework is 
presented along with the differences between the two versions.  
 
The Underlying Structure of the Masi Model of the Artist as Restored Beautiful 
Soul Model (MMARBS) 
 
The Masi Model of the Artist as Restored Beautiful Soul is based on a triangular 
structure already established in the literature as a framework for understanding the high 
creative achiever. This triangular structure consists of creative process, creative product, 
and individual factors (see Figure 2). Because this research assumes the artist has already 
met these criteria, it is useful to explain more about this type of individual who is 
operating at the peak of his or her creative abilities.  
The High Creative Achiever. 
The high creative achiever is a rare individual characterized by specific markers 
of intelligence, personality, family history, birth order, and psychopathology, all of which 
combine to define and determine creative potential.  
In his lecture to the American Psychological Association calling for the 
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investigation into creativity, psychologist J.P. Guilford asked, “Why is creative 
productivity a relatively infrequent phenomenon? Of all the people who have lived in 
historical times it has been estimated that only about two in a million have become really 
distinguished” (1950, p. 444). For the last fifty years, psychologists, social workers, and 
art historians have taken up the call set forth in this lecture by studying the familial, 
personal, intellectual, psychopathological, and societal/cultural attributes of high creative 
achiever, and by conducting art historical analyses of these individuals’ output. There is 
now a rich body of experimental psychological research on highly creative individuals 
and what makes them “tick” (Gardner, 2015), in addition to extensive analyses of their 
work. Researchers have also developed a general consensus about what creativity 
actually means: creativity refers to one’s ability to produce ideas or products that are 
judged by a group of people to be both novel and appropriate (Amabile, 1996; 
Csikszentmihalyi, 1996; Sternberg & Lubart, 1995, 1999). 
In the last 50 years, psychologists have developed several approaches to 
measuring creativity, and many validated instruments now exist to gauge creative 
process, product, and achievement. When assessing the creative process and modes of 
thought are measured through such instruments as Divergent Thinking (Guilford, 
Torrance, 1951), Intrinsic Motivation (Amabile, 1994), and the ability to make remote 
associations (Worthen & Clark, 1971). Measurements for assessing the individual have 
included the influence of personality (Gough, 1979; Costa & McCrae, 1992) and 
intelligence (Stanford-Binet, [Terman & Merrill, 1960]). Measurements for assessing the 
creative product have frequently included ratings issued in a controlled setting by 
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teachers and experts (Amabile, 1983). Creative achievement has been measured by 
analyzing careers of creative individuals, as in the markers of eminence studies (Galton, 
1869; Simonton, 1980; Andreasen, 1987). Instruments for measuring everyday creativity 
(Richards, et al., 1988) and high creative achievement (Carson, Peterson, & Higgins, 
2005) have been used to determine the sum of one’s creative achievement over a specific 
period of time. In the field, it is understood that several such measures are necessary to 
identify highly creative achievers. 
However, the study of the influence of ethics on creativity appears to have been 
largely overlooked. Understanding the impact of ethical practices and beliefs of high 
creative achievers would provide valuable new tools for enhancing the creativity of our 
children, our society, and ourselves.  
Figure 2: Triangular Model for the High Creative Achiever 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Most areas of creativity research focus on three aspects: the creative process, the 
creative product, and the individual, with many sub-categories within each. This 
triangular framework is useful since it emphasizes not only individual characteristics, but 
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also product and process—that is, action, which also key to understanding the moral 
exemplar. High creative achievers are those individuals who have created new ways of 
moving their domain forward (Gardner et al, 2002), through the combination of 
originality, mastery of technique, and universal art world acclaim. The high creative 
achiever artists analyzed in this study are Wassily Kandinsky, Käthe Kollwitz, Jacob 
Lawrence, Mark Rothko, Vincent van Gogh, and Remedios Varo.    
Although creativity researchers disagree over who fits into which category, 
researchers agree that creativity can be divided into “high-C,” which encompasses those 
individuals considered eminent, and “low-C,” which encompasses more quotidian 
displays of creativity (Simonton, 2015).  
Artists in the High-C category of creativity have museums built in their name, 
retrospectives mounted in major galleries, and catalogues raisonnés devoted to their 
work. They have sometimes written influential essays, books, or journals explaining their 
vision. They are universally regarded as among the “greats” in the arts. All six artists in 
this study meet these criteria and are proclaimed as such by numerous experts in their 
fields, making them appropriate candidates for the ethical conceptual model in this study. 
Thus, the first building block of this project’s conceptual framework was the triangular 
model of the highly creative individual. 
The Masi Model of the Artist as Restored Beautiful Soul, or MMARBS (see 
Figure 3), reimagines the triangular model of the artists as highly creative individual. 
Creativity is conceived not as a simple triangulation, but rather as a sequence of inputs 
and outputs that constitute the development of the artist as moral exemplar. The 
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“individual factors” from Figure 1 become the “input” in Figure 2. This input is 
comprised of the ethical (in blue), the aesthetic (in red), and the communal (in green). 
The “output” is comprised of creative process and creative product/work (both in purple). 
Thus, the model in figure 2 combines key aspects of two established constructs that have 
been used to describe paradigm-shifting individuals: the high creative achiever and the 
moral exemplar. The model supplements and refines these constructs with a restored 
version of the ideal of the beautiful soul.  
The top vertex, “Individual Factors,” includes psychological, spiritual, and the 
ethical aspects of the individual artist. The ethical aspect (which itself can be subdivided 
into categories like “religiosity,” “philosophical writings/beliefs,” and “ethics” proper) 
derives from the moral exemplar construct. However, because the art world, unlike other 
fields such as politics, medicine, and religion, often resists the imperative to be “moral,” 
this conceptual framework also utilizes a restored version of the ideal of the beautiful 
soul, which both incorporates and expands the moral exemplar construct. The framework 
also accounts for specific characteristics that inform the individual’s relationship to the 
communal, such as moral action and solidarity. 
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Figure 3: Initial Masi Model of the Artist as Restored Beautiful Soul (MMARBS) 
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The Ethical Aspect of the MMARBS Framework: The Moral Exemplar, The 
Beautiful Soul, and the Communal/Solidarity  
This research is focused on the ethical nature of the individual. The ethical aspect 
of the MMARBS framework is comprised of 1) the social science construct of the moral 
exemplar (Swearer, 2006; Walker, 2007); 2) the philosophical theories of the beautiful 
soul construct, which originated in Greece in the 5th century B.C.E. and was further 
developed in the 18th-century Europe (Norton, 1995); and 3) an additional element of 
solidarity (Rorty, 1989) and the communal to “restore” the beautiful soul.  
1. The Moral Exemplar. 
Moral exemplars are individuals operating at the height of interpersonal and intra-
personal morality (Swearer, 2006; Frimer, Walker, Lee, et al., 2012). Thus, they put their 
ideals into action in their work and in contributions to their communities. Examples of 
the moral exemplar can be found across fields as diverse as religion (e.g. Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer, Dorothy Day, Gandhi, Martin Luther King Jr., Thomas Merton), politics 
(e.g. Franklin D. Roosevelt, Abraham Lincoln,), hard sciences and medicine (e.g. 
Madame Curie, Albert Einstein, Albert Schweitzer), law (e.g. Clarence Darrow), and 
even other art forms (e.g. Benjamin Britten, C.S. Lewis, Leo Tolstoy, Simone Weil). The 
study of moral exemplars offers students inspiring life stories that chronicle the decision-
making processes that allowed the moral exemplar to develop his or her unique vision 
and produce an innovative body work. This area of study can also inspire students as they 
craft their own identities as artists both during and after their formal education. 
Research into the moral exemplar goes back further than research into the high 
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creative achiever. In the early 20th century, psychologist William James provided a 
useful framework of the saintly character as one for whom the spiritual emotions are 
central. This saintly character perceives a life beyond the self, believes in an Ideal Power, 
demonstrates continuity with and the willingness to sacrifice himself or herself to that 
Power, expresses immense elation and freedom, and shifts the ego away from self and 
toward love and harmony (James, 1994, p. 241). 
According to American moral and political philosopher John Rawls (1971), there 
are three areas where extraordinary persons enrich the lives of the ordinary: example, 
fellowship, and aid. Recent scholarship addresses the need for these moral agents to force 
us out of our moral complacency toward introspection. If we fail to look inward after 
experiencing their example, we are guilty of moral evasion. Though we should not 
assume we reach their level of self-sacrifice, we should always strive in that direction 
(Flescher, 2003, p. 4). 
In his exploration of the paradigmatic individual (PI), moral psychologist Antonio 
Cua (1978) wrote: 
1. The PI provides an actuating significance to a moral practice or cultural way 
of life. They furnish us exemplars of intrinsic actuation of moral rules and ideals 
implicit in their moral practices. 
2. By their insight into the human condition, they infuse vitality to moral ideals by 
embodying them in their lives and conduct. 
3. By their styles of orientation to their own moral traditions, they may become 
themselves points of moral orientation or beacons of light, thus functioning as 
standards of inspiration for committed moral agents. (1978, p. 49) 
 
Though Cua’s terminology is more secular than James’s, it is clear that he, like Flescher, 
is to some extent reworking the Jamesian notion of the saintly character in ways more 
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accessible to ordinary people. 
In a more deliberately religious vein, Harvard University theologian Ronald 
Thiemann’s connected critic/public intellectual category describes an individual with a 
unique set of ideals, strategies, techniques, and mission, all of which can be accessed by 
anybody who cares to pursue them. The connected critic enables people who have 
religious convictions to learn how to become effective leaders, and has experienced some 
form of suffering that fuels critique of society’s current ills and provides hope for what 
can be attained. Like Cua’s and Flescher’s, Thiemann’s category provides a model that 
ordinary mortals can emulate, not simply marvel at (Thiemann, 2006). 
Howard Gardner, Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, and William Damon (2001) define 
the good worker as one who “acts in a responsible fashion toward their personal goals 
and special relations; their mission or calling; the institutions to which they are affiliated, 
and the wider world…and in the grandest sense, to the planet or to God” (p. 3). In their 
study of 23 extraordinary moral exemplars, Anne Colby and William Damon (1992) 
found the stereotypical features of these individuals provided a picture of “striking joy, 
great certainty, and unremitting faith; one that results in both high standards for the self 
and charity toward others…and it draws on developmental processes shared by all” (p. 
5).  
Robert Coles (2000) has written extensively about the moral leader (ML), a type 
of morally superior individual who appears in business, government, and education. 
According to Coles, the moral leader could be a child or adult, a recognized authority or 
an everyday person. The hallmarks of the moral leader are the courage to speak up 
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despite others’ moods or discouragement and the ability to listen before acting to change 
the situation (for a full list of characteristics, see Table 3). In addition, ethical philosopher 
Walter E. Fluker (2009) describes the cultivation of ethical leadership as “the critical 
appropriation and embodiment of moral traditions that have shaped the character and 
shared meanings of a people. (ethos) (p. 33).  
 
Table 3: Robert Coles Characteristics of a Moral Leader (ML) 
Characteristics of a Moral Leader 
courage and idealism 
capacity for effectiveness 
ability to get something done/commitment 
setting an example to others 
ability to arouse, stir, and influence others 
moving others to do things otherwise not provoked 
instinct/intuition 
 
  
 In sum, characteristics of the moral exemplar often includes a strong religious 
background and upbringing; early sense of duty, courage, and love; adherence to the 
universal virtues of truth, love, and justice; a “calling” or sense that one is doing God’s 
work; desire to serve the underserved/disadvantaged of society; devotion to reflection, 
meditation, and/or prayer; desire for unity, oneness, egalitarianism; strict adherence to 
non-violence; production of extensive writings that reflect and define the beliefs, 
philosophy, and practice to gain this actualization of moral action, charismatic power to 
translate and embody a message for followers to emulate; founding of a community that 
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lives out these principles; ability to transform particular events, religious teachings, 
precepts, and practices and broaden them to the universal in impact and accessibility; 
and, lastly, setting an example through one’s life and work. Moral exemplars often have 
some grounding in and commitment to one of the major faith traditions. Those that do not 
still embody something akin to religious commitment in their dedication to the ethical 
and spiritual aspects of their lives and moral actions. 
Whether the term is paradigmatic individual (Cua), moral exemplar (Damon, 
Swearer, Walker), saint/hero (Flescher, James), connected critic/public intellectual 
(Thiemann), ethical leader (Coles, Fluker), or good worker (Gardner et al.), this type of 
exemplary person can be defined, in the most basic sense, as an individual who becomes 
a living illustration of an ethical principle or universal and puts this principle into direct 
global action. The action is often performed in the pursuit of unity with God and always 
through the service to one’s fellow human beings. Inherent in the moral exemplar’s 
nature is the ability to take moral action.  
2. The Beautiful Soul. 
The ideal of the beautiful soul originated in the teachings of 5th century B.C.E. 
Greek philosophers Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle, who theorized the concept of 
kalokagathia. Kalokagathia, which denotes the merging of the good and the beautiful, 
provides an individual the means to solve his or her own moral dilemmas and thus live in 
the most virtuous manner possible. The concept of the beautiful soul then re-emerged in 
18th-century Enlightenment thought as an ideal construct toward which the individual 
should strive in order to live life as a work of art. Due to many of the original texts in 
   
 
 
38 
German which describe the history of the beautiful soul, the following discussion of the 
beautiful soul is informed significantly by Robert Norton’s The Beautiful Soul: Aesthetic 
Morality in the 18th Century. 
The Enlightenment was a movement that emphasized reason, scientific thought, 
and individualism rather than superstition or the directives of authoritative institutions. 
During the Enlightenment, the ideal of the beautiful soul was popularized by British, 
French, and German philosophers and writers as the remedy for the ostensibly immoral, 
narcissistic conduct of European society. According to Norton (1995), the beautiful soul 
suggests a “profound affinity … between beauty and goodness, that there is a point at 
which aesthetic and ethical values co-mingle to form a new, indivisible unity” (p. ix). 
Though the Enlightenment ideal of the beautiful soul has theological roots in the German 
Pietist movement, in the 18th century, this increasingly poetic ideal shifted the ground of 
moral thought and behavior away from the powerful teachings and influence of the 
church, where it had been for a century and a half. By bringing what was, for centuries, 
under the purview of the church and religious doctrine into a secular arena, the 
Enlightenment philosophers applied logic, reason, and rationality to the beautiful soul’s 
evolution.  
However, as morality was separated from hierarchical church structure and 
teachings, it became chaotic and individualistic, even narcissistic in practice. Facing the 
realities of rational, personal freedom and a general shift to focus on the individual, the 
ideal of the beautiful soul was eventually deemed impossible and, by the late 18th 
century, left to fade into obscurity. 
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With its thoroughly interdisciplinary origin of the ethical and the aesthetic, the 
beautiful soul is an ideal worthy of re-examination as a potentially useful construct in the 
21st-century debate for arts education. Uniting key ethical teachings from philosophy, 
theology, and science, the ideal of the beautiful soul may be the closest one can get to 
understanding ethical visual artists without getting too caught up in the dichotomous 
views of passion vs. reason, senses vs. logic, and emotion vs. intellect when defining 
one’s view of the world and what it means to be good. More importantly, the ideal of the 
beautiful soul can be used to teach young art students how to model their lives in such a 
way as to avoid decisions that can lead to difficult circumstances. 
a. Origins of the Beautiful Soul 
The beautiful soul arose in the Enlightenment as an amalgamation of three 
different threads of philosophical thought: Greek philosophy, which is mentioned briefly 
above with reference to kalokagathia; British modern ethics, which at the turn of the 18th 
century sought to refute Hobbes’s claim that ethical behavior and morality are neither 
innate nor grounded in anything other than self-interest and social convenience (Norton, 
1995, p. 136); and the German tradition of Pietism, which is the Lutheran-based 
movement that combines a dedication to the Christian life with individual piety.  
In Athens of the 5th century B.C.E., a version of the beautiful soul was introduced 
by Plato’s Socrates in The Symposium. Socrates recounts his lessons on the philosophy of 
love as he learned from Diotima. According to Diotima in the root of all love is our desire 
or love for immortality and the opportunity to partake in the eternal. We are drawn to 
procreate through either the spirit or the flesh. Those that procreate through the flesh have 
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children, raise a family, and hope that “they will keep their memory green, through time 
and through eternity” (as cited in Hamilton & Carins, 1961, p. 560: 209a). But if one 
procreates through the spirit, one conceives and bears things of the spirit. Diotima 
explains that the individual that bears things of the spirit embarks on the journey upward 
on the heavenly ladder of love toward the ultimate end of affinity with the divine. During 
this journey one must “grasp that the beauties of the body are as nothing to the beauties 
of the soul, so that wherever he meets with spiritual loveliness, even in the husk of an 
unlovely body, he will find it beautiful enough to fall in love with and to cherish” (pp. 
562-563): 
And if, my dear Socrates, Diotima went on, man’s life is ever worth the living, it is 
when he has attained this vision of the very soul of beauty….and it is only when 
he discerns beauty itself through what makes it visible that a man will be 
quickened with the true, and not the seeming, virtue – for it is virtue’s self that 
quickens him, not virtue’s semblance. And when he has brought forth and reared 
this perfect virtue, he shall be called the friend of god, and if ever it is given to 
man to put on immortality, it shall be given to him (p. 563: 11d, e). 
 
In the journey to become the friend of God, one is led by love, and inherent in the quest is 
the shift from loving the beauty one sees to loving the beauty that one does not see. It is 
this unseen beauty of the good in one’s self and in fellow seekers that is the beautiful 
soul. The Greek word for this unity of the beautiful and the virtuous, or the good, is 
kaloskagathos.  
b. The Beautiful and the Good 
In the initial version of the MMARBS conceptual framework, there is an 
important distinction between the beautiful and the good. In the beautiful realm 
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(psychological, individual factors) are those aspects of one’s self that are about being. 
These aspects are those that are genetic or innate in one’s nature and cannot really be 
drastically changed. If one is insightful, imaginative, or has a certain psychological 
disorder these are aspects that are fixed. This realm is also where gender, race, ethnicity, 
sexuality aspects are placed as they are what is part of one’s being.  
 In contrast, the ethical side of the individual is more about doing. These aspects 
require conscious choice. Though an individual may have personality traits that 
predispose him or her to care or compassion, the individual may or may not choose to act 
compassionately. The good is all about behavior, choice, and action. These characteristics 
are about cultivation of one’s self and can be changed. The characteristics of the good 
and the communal can also grow [in number and] in complexity as more action is 
undertaken.  
One can debate about how much of these characteristics are genetic vs. 
environmental or nature vs. nurture; however, for the purposes of this research, this 
distinction between the beautiful and the good is assumed.  
When discussing the beautiful and the good, it is helpful to look to Aristotle, who 
distinguished between two characters of a good man: the one he called agathos, or 
“simply good,” the other kalos kagathos, two words that can be combined in the single 
compound kalokagathia. This compound word is difficult translate into English, which is 
why it is usually rendered as something like “beautiful and good.” Despite these 
linguistic challenges, however, we can look to Aristotle’s ethical system of “kalos 
kagathos as that man in whom are to be found all things worthy and decent and laudable, 
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purely as such and for their own sake and who practiseth virtue from no other motive 
than the sole love of her own innate beauty” (Norton, 1995, p. 49). 
For most thinkers in ancient Greece, the good comes first, and the beautiful is part 
of the good. For Plato, it is the good that is part of the beautiful, which makes the 
beautiful the dominant component and explains why this ideal is relevant for the visual 
artist. But the beautiful soul, according to The Symposium, is even more than the 
beautiful-and-good concept at the foundation of one’s sense of right and wrong and the 
eternal beauty of the visible and invisible. Critical to the beautiful soul framework is that, 
in Plato’s view, the soul must be considered apart from the body since the body is the 
aspect of self that is subject to death. In Greek thought, the soul, detached from the body, 
can be kept pure and uncontaminated if a person has dedicated himself to true 
knowledge, wisdom, and the world of the immaterial. According to Plato’s Socrates, man 
can be free from the fears about what may happen to his soul upon death, 
if in life he has abandoned bodily pleasures and adornments, as foreign to his 
purpose and likely to do more harm than good, and has devoted himself to the 
pleasures of acquiring knowledge, and so by decking his soul not with a borrowed 
beauty but with its own – with self-control, and goodness, and courage, and 
liberality and truth – has fitted himself to await his journey to the next world. 
(Hamilton and Cairns, 1961: p. 563, 114 d, e) 
 
It is only when the soul is imbued with the devotion to the pursuit of true knowledge and 
virtue that the soul becomes the bearer of the beautiful and the good, that is, of 
kaloskagathos.  
The Enlightenment thinkers, who were less interested than their immediate 
predecessors in historical accounts of wars and monarchies, wanted to get at the origins 
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of humanity itself. They were therefore particularly drawn to the concept of 
kaloskagathos, which they named the “beautiful soul” and which they saw as defining the 
pinnacle of human achievement. As French philosopher Denis Diderot (1713-1784) 
observed, “the Greeks were the teachers of the Romans and were the true source of 
Roman and European civilization” (as cited in Norton, 1995, p. 110). In the age of 
Enlightenment, observation, research, the collection of data, and empirical analysis could 
be used to study the ancient Greek texts, ushering in not only a new understanding of the 
past, but also a new moral model for how to live in the present (Norton, p. 110-111). 
Enlightenment thinkers, in other words, were attempting to incorporate the spiritual into a 
rational, secularized understanding of the capacity of human achievement and the origins 
of human culture. 
According to Norton, Plato’s philosophy had an immediate benefit for the conduct 
of life since it is “calculated to elevate and to expand the soul; to settle, to sooth, to refine 
the passions; and to warm the heart with the love of virtue” (Norton, 1995, p. 107). And it 
was in this capacity, in its reputed ability to “elevate and refine the soul in the interest of 
promoting virtue, that Plato’s thought had its greatest influence during the following 
decades” (p. 107). For the Enlightenment project of merging rational knowledge with the 
passions of the soul, the importance of the Greek philosophers cannot be understated.  
In his 1764 masterpiece Gedäncken die Nachahmung der Griechischen Wercke in 
der Mahlerey und Bildhauer-Kunst (Thoughts on the Imitation of Greek Works in 
Painting and Sculpture), Johann Joachim Winckelmann, often considered the founder of 
art history, declares that “good taste, which is spreading into ever more corners of the 
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world, first began to form under the Greek heavens” (as cited in Norton, 1995, p. 111). 
Moreover, it was his belief that the Greeks not only discovered, but also perfected, the 
ideal of beauty. Thus, 3rd-century C.E. philosopher Plotinus was not satisfied with the 
idea that the beauty of soul arises solely as the result of an ecstatic vision of God. Instead, 
thought Plotinus, to attain the beauty of the soul, one must journey into the interior of the 
self. Plotinus compared this process of self-cultivation, of self-training—which departed 
significantly from the ancient Greek focus on mentors, physical prowess, and knowledge 
from others—to the work of a sculptor: 
Withdraw within yourself, and examine yourself. If you do not yet therein discover 
beauty, do as the artist, who cuts off, polishes, purifies until he has adorned his 
statue with all the marks of beauty. Remove from your soul, therefore, all that is 
superfluous, straighten out all that is crooked, purify and illuminate what is 
obscure and do not cease perfecting your statue until the divine resplendence of 
virtue shines forth upon your sight until you see temperance in its holy purity 
seated in your breast. (Norton, 1995, p. 136) 
The thinkers of the Enlightenment were greatly influenced by this metaphor and the 
phrase “aesthetics of existence,” or creating one’s self as a work of art, was born (Norton, 
1995, pp. 135-136). 
c. The Church and Theological Influences 
With the spread of Christianity and its complex relation to the monarchical system 
of state across Europe in the early to late Middle Ages religion—in terms of faith, 
doctrine, and structure—became the guiding framework for how to live an ethical life. 
Central to most branches of Christianity is the tenet that the spirit, rather than the flesh, is 
the way to truth: “It is the spirit that gives life, while the flesh is of no avail. The words I 
[Jesus Christ] have spoken to you are spirit and life” (John 6:62-63, NABRE, 2011). 
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Jesus also teaches the belief in the invisible spirit of what is not seen to Thomas, one of 
the apostles: “Put your finger here and see my hands, and bring your hand and put it into 
my side, and do not be unbelieving, but believe” (John 20: 27-28). When Thomas 
joyously claims his doubts are at rest, Christ replies, “Have you come to believe because 
you have seen me? Blessed are those who have not seen and have believed” (John 20:29). 
Importantly, the Enlightenment did not look to negate all aspects of religion and religious 
belief, but only what was considered irrational and led to such religious fervor and 
fanaticism as magic rites, belief in miracles, or the power of relics (Hughes, 2003, p. 3). 
Kant, Voltaire, and Hume all wrote of the Enlightenment as freedom from superstition 
and the spread of religious authority.  
Over several centuries, Locke, Spinoza, Hume, and Descartes all contributed to 
theories of the nature of reality, the existence of God, rationalism, and empiricism. In the 
wake of German Pietism, with its inward focus on private faith rather than public works, 
Kant in the Critique of Pure Reason (1781) modernized Plato’s vision of a rarified, 
invisible reality, depicting it instead as a troubling, even treacherous domain: 
[It is] an island, enclosed by nature itself within unalterable limits. It is the land 
of truth – enchanting name! – surrounded by a wide and stormy ocean, the native 
home of illusion, where many a fog bank and many a swiftly melting iceberg give 
the deceptive appearance of farther shores, deluding the adventurous seafarer 
ever anew with empty hopes, and engaging him in enterprises which he can never 
abandon and yet is unable to carry to completion. (Kant, 1987, p. 257)  
 
It had become clear to Kant that in order to control moral behavior, external constraints 
are inadequate. One must discipline one’s own subjective, internal nature through an act 
of personal freedom that would “offer the best means of fulfilling these contradictory 
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requirements [of freedom and discipline]. This also entailed some fusion of aesthetic and 
ethical values” (Norton, 1995, p. 5). Therefore, the institutions of state and religion, 
though extraordinarily powerful, were not in themselves sufficient guides for individual 
moral behavior.  
d. Evolution of the Beautiful Soul in Great Britain 
Anthony Ashley Cooper (1671-1713), 3rd Earl of Shaftesbury, was the first 
English philosopher to invoke the idea of beauty as the ground of motivation for ethical 
behavior. He proposed that moral goodness encompasses all the characteristics of beauty 
and that “all people are infallibly attracted to beauty and virtue and vice versa…being an 
external agent was no longer required because we have complete autonomy and control 
over our moral lives” (Norton, 1995, p. 38). That is, one’s ability to attain virtue is 
personal. Throughout the next one hundred years, British moral philosophy remained 
preoccupied with the concept and meaning of “moral beauty.”  
According to Shaftesbury, the inherent truth in beauty, the sublime, or the 
aesthetic can only occur in an individual whose mind has trained itself to impose order 
and harmony on the external world. Such training merges the individual’s autonomy, his 
virtue, and the beautiful: 
the Order of Beauty, which forms not only such as we call mere Forms, but even 
the Forms which form. For we our-selves are notable Architects in Matter, and 
can shew lifeless Bodys brought into Form, and fashion’d by our own hands: but 
that which fashions even Minds themselves, contains in it-self all the Beautys 
fashion’d by those Minds; and is consequently the Principle, Source, and 
Fountain of all Beauty. (as cited in Norton, 1995, p. 36) 
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For Shaftesbury virtuous people, having done the hard work of forming their positive 
character, will recognize each other as such. This idea of moral beauty became 
increasingly important as religion, and its role as motivator for people to do good, was on 
the wane. Virtue occurs naturally, in Shaftesbury’s understanding, and it is where true 
happiness lies: “The United Structure and the Fabrick of the Mind, and of those Passions 
constitute the Temper or the Soul; and on which its Happiness or Misery so immediately 
depend” (as cited in Norton, 1995, pp. 173-174). The “beauty” of the soul is synonymous 
with its united structure and fabric, and this harmony, which manifests as virtue, leads to 
happiness (Norton, 1995).  
Shaftesbury’s theory of moral beauty as both the motivation and manifestation of 
virtue, however, brought problems of selectivity and elitism and was seen by some as an 
aristocratic ideal not attainable for common people. This objection issues primarily from 
the fact that in order to train one’s self in this way of life, one must seek out education in 
the German tradition of Bildung. Bildung has its roots in the German tradition of the 
linkage between education and philosophy in order to achieve an inner harmony of mind, 
spirit, and identity within society at large. As a member of the elite classes himself, 
Shaftesbury thought those who lacked a liberal education also lacked sufficient moral 
autonomy to reach the ideal of moral beauty. 
e. The Role of Science, the Rational, and Logic 
In the 18th century, there were efforts to explore the role of science, rationality, 
and logic in the understanding of the beautiful soul, which some saw as being an elitist, 
sentimental, and emotional ideal of morality. Scottish philosopher David Hume (1711-
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1776) wrote that, because human nature consists of the two seemingly opposed forces of 
passion and reason, logic alone could not provide a sufficiently persuasive impetus to 
moral behavior. However, Hume argued, since we are rational agents and not completely 
at the whim of our emotions, there must be a balance between passion and reason with 
regard to what type of actions we perform. It was Hume’s conclusion that “any action, 
whether good or evil, bespeaks a moral sentiment which nature has made universal in the 
whole species” (Norton, 1995, p. 53). He further argues that this moral sense is not 
enough of a guide and that some type of governance is necessary. For Hume, the result of 
“human sentiment that has been tempered or cultivated by an active, reasoning mind is 
nothing other than – moral beauty” (p. 53). 
Plato’s dual world reality—in which the visible world is merely temporary and 
illusory, while the eternal and true are invisible—was widely accepted for two thousand 
years, with slight modifications by Aristotle, Augustine, and Aquinas (Gill, 2016). 
However, the advent of scientific thought and its surging influence during the 
Enlightenment brought about major shifts in thinking about religion, ultimate access to 
true faith, and whether or not such an “other reality” of the invisible really exists. 
Throughout history, in the name of religion, dogmatic assumptions have been made about 
the (ostensibly and ever-shifting) one true faith, righteousness, and path to God. Such 
claims of unique access to this absolute truth have caused massive and unspeakable 
human tragedy. Therefore, the Enlightenment introduced a new way of perceiving faith, 
which relied largely on human reason (Hughes, 2003) to combat absolutist claims of 
religion and preclude related atrocities. In the 20th century, the concept of a dual reality 
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shifted toward a movement of secular humanism. Here, the focus is on human thought, 
reason, science, and naturalism as means of living in the here and now, the only true 
reality. 
In order for the beautiful soul to function, there must be a balance between the 
affective and rational elements of human nature. When the emotional and intellectual 
aspects of morality are combined into a single, unified whole, one feels pleasure. Thus, 
the motivation to achieve moral beauty is pleasure, which contributes to one’s happiness 
and is inherently desirable. And for the same reason, we are motivated to identify and 
connect with other morally beautiful individuals, or beautiful souls. Since human beings 
are not motivated to act by reason alone, there must be a norm – moral beauty – that 
appeals to our emotional and intellectual needs and thereby prevents indifference.  
f. Influence in European Culture 
It was the combination of these particular European forces of the emotional, 
religious, intellectual, and moral that brought the concept of the beautiful soul to the 
forefront of popular consciousness, particularly in Germany, France, and England. Due to 
their Pietist upbringing, most Germans found this concept easy to relate to. Many 
Germans had early grown accustomed to thinking of morality not only in terms of a 
complete inner transformation but moreover as a process in which one makes the soul 
more beautiful in the eyes of God. By the middle decade of the 18th century in Germany, 
an idea of beauty that went beyond the sphere of art alone had thus assumed a place in the 
very center of the collective imagination. No longer merely the means of making one’s 
external environment more pleasant or merely bearable, beauty was becoming the 
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measure by which the ultimate aim of humanity itself was judged. The new contribution 
to this larger equation, the specifically Greek element in this eclectic mixture, was the 
peculiar Hellenic concept of kalokagathia.  
g. 18th Century Popularization  
At the height of the 18th-century Enlightenment, the ideal of the beautiful soul 
was widely accepted as the central ethos of an individual’s quest to live a beautiful and 
good life. Indeed, the ideal enjoyed far-reaching popularity for seven to eight decades. 
According to the era’s prominent philosophers, nothing was more important than 
attaining the supreme and elusive goal of becoming a beautiful soul. “During the late 
eighteenth century, the beautiful soul literally embodied the ultimate achievement of 
human virtue, and virtue – as almost everyone agreed – was the one indisputably 
necessary condition of true and permanent happiness…The beautiful soul represented the 
most profound expression of human moral existence” (Norton, 1995, pp. 210-211). The 
idea of the beautiful soul was so attractive to the purveyors of art and culture that it 
became a regular theme in philosophy, literature, and other creative endeavors. Novels, 
plays, poems, and the musical and visual arts all continually evoked the good and the 
beautiful. “After the 1750s some version of moral beauty appeared in almost every 
eighteenth-century discussion of morality. It was in these works that the reader would 
become familiarized by the personification of the ‘beautiful soul’” (Norton, 1995, p. x). 
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h. Johann Wolfgang von Goethe 
In 1795, Goethe (1749-1832) wrote of the dilemma between reason and emotion, 
which plays out in his novel Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre (Wilhelm Meister’s 
Apprenticeship). According to Norton (1995) in the chapter entitled Bekenntnisse einer 
schönen Selle (Confessions of a Beautiful Soul), Goethe works through his version of the 
18th-century ideal of the beautiful soul. He based the main character of this chapter on 
letters and conversations with his spiritual mentor, Katharina von Klettenberg, a Pietist, 
with whom he spoke frequently, particularly during a difficult period of illness. The 
popularity of this work cannot be overstated.  
Few works of art have captured and shaped the popular imagination as intensely 
as did Goethe’s novel in Germany, and the intensity of this fascination was due in no 
small part to the power of the ideal of the beautiful soul. Goethe, and this work in 
particular, was an important influence in Käthe Kollwitz’s life and the title of her last 
work of art. 
In the 19th and 20th centuries, other philosophers and theologians whose writings 
on the imagination and other internal forces drew on the Enlightenment ideal of the 
beautiful soul include Swiss art historian and critical thinker Jacob Burckhardt; German 
philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche, especially in Birth of a Tragedy, although his later 
works tend to deny any affinity for the ideal of the beautiful soul; 20th-century German-
American theologian Paul Tillich; and 20th-century German-American philosopher Hans 
Jonas.  
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Critics of The Beautiful Soul.  
Among those that found problems with the ideal of the beautiful soul were 
philosophers who doubted that humanity would find beauty in doing good. As British 
philosopher Thomas Hobbes wrote in his 1651 masterpiece Leviathan, an indictment of 
morality, religion, and civil society, we are “reduced to long-range rational self-interest 
as the extent of humanity’s potential for good” (Norton, 1995, p. 14). Critics during the 
Enlightenment wrote that Plato and Socrates were confused, albeit imaginative, and 
subjective in what they presented as truth. Charles de Secondat, Baron de Montesquieu 
took an even more extreme position. He disliked not only Plato but all of ancient Greek 
thought, which “result[ed] in what he testily termed ‘bad physics, bad morality, bad 
metaphysics’”: 
The “error” the Greeks had consistently committed arose from their habit of 
hypostatizing certain concepts into timeless and unchanging quantities without 
realizing the historical and even subjective variability of their terms. “Plato and 
Socrates deceived themselves with their beauty, their goodness, and their 
wisdom…The terms the beautiful, the good, the noble, the perfect are attributes of 
objects that are relative to the beings who think them. It is important to get this 
principle firmly in one’s head.” (Norton, 1995, p. 105) 
 
For men of the Enlightenment like de Secondat, so averse to the oppressive dictates of 
institutionalized authority, even Plato’s imposition of eternal Forms was too overbearing.  
The Enlightenment thinkers’ biggest challenge was in their desire to eliminate the 
paternalistic and didactic role the Church and religion played in defining human nature 
and moral conduct. However, like it or not, the Church provided order, rules, and 
teachings that gave individuals a path to follow in order to behave morally. When that 
path was foreclosed in favor of the new moral framework comprised “entirely of the 
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materials supplied by human nature itself[,] [t]he idea of moral beauty, which contained 
an ethical code that was compelling not least of all because it entailed a cultivation of the 
self that paralleled artistic activity, seemed to answer most if not all of those urgent 
needs” (Norton, pp. 241-242). Therefore, the beautiful soul, the seemingly real and 
irresistible embodiment of that highly abstract ideal, compliantly responded to this 
massive imaginative solicitation.  
Kant 
Taking into account the varying perspectives of moral beauty, in his Critique of 
Judgment Immanuel Kant wrote that “beauty is a symbol of the morally good” (Kant, 
1790/1987, section 59). Here he sought to identify an unequivocal foundation for 
morality. He famously noted that all moral conduct must come out of reason above all 
else. Though respectful and mindful of the influence of moral beauty, he was more 
committed to the rational and a reasoned sense of right and wrong. For Kant, moral 
conduct came out of a duty, and there were certain moral laws or imperatives that defined 
how one must act. Taste, pleasure, feeling, emotion were recognized as possible 
motivators for performing in a morally positive manner; however, a truly moral act, he 
thought, must be detached from such motivators and must instead issue forth solely from 
a commitment to duty: “The rational mind – Kant never tired of writing – and the rational 
mind alone must therefore be the sole and stern determinant of virtue” (Norton, 1995, p. 
216). Unlike his Enlightenment counterparts, the basis for his perspective was not in 
Greek or Roman philosophy; it was in science and was specifically British in origin. Just 
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as Newton had defined empirically the operations of the cosmos, so Kant sought to define 
with equal objectivity the operations of human behavior. When one is torn between good 
and evil, thought Kant, it is the will, not beauty, that moderates and determines one’s 
willingness to behave; beauty is merely the symbol of morality. “Thanks to the 
possession of a free will,” thought Kant, “we are able to make up in conscious resolution 
what we lack in natural inclination” (Norton, 1995, p. 217). But Kant’s moral theory does 
permit a sense of moral satisfaction in the performance of duty. Thus, the sensation of 
pleasure or other gratifying emotion, which was emphatically explored and defined by 
the previous moral beauty philosophers, is still present in Kant’s philosophy, albeit in a 
more subdued manner.  
Hegel 
As stated above, the ideal of the beautiful soul was popularized primarily through 
literature (Jacobi, Schlegel, Goethe, Schiller, etc.). According to philosopher C. Allen 
Speight (2001), Hegel’s writings, especially The Phenomenology of Spirit, demonstrate 
that these literary works are structured by inherent contradictions. Hegel was particularly 
concerned with the contradictions that arise in the context of the language of conscience, 
which he defined as the ability to act on one’s own convictions. According to Hegel, the 
Romantic ideal of the beautiful soul is contradictory in the concepts of the moral genius, 
the conscience, and the beautiful soul, the last of which can take three possible forms: 
withdrawn beauty, acting consciousness, or judging consciousness (Speight, 2001, p. 
104).  
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Hegel did not go so far as to negate the beautiful soul by deeming it ethically 
ineffective or eternally ironic. In his Aesthetics: Lectures on Fine Arts Vol. 1, long 
considered to be one of the most important works on aesthetics since Aristotle, Hegel 
wrote that “a truly beautiful soul acts and is actual” (Hegel, 1975, p. 67). Nevertheless, by 
the turn of the 19th century, the beautiful soul had turned out to be little more than a 
narcissistic projection. And what was projected was in fact no more than an idealized 
image of the self, which had been misrecognized as possessing independent, objective 
reality. Kant, as one of the first great thinkers to see through this false façade, shook the 
foundation of what had been built. The failure of the ideal of the beautiful soul is that it is 
impossible to achieve and, furthermore, that it is corrupt insofar as it encourages the 
individual to pursue a self-absorbed, idealized image of the self shrewdly disguised in the 
admirable form of moral action. 
3. The Role of Solidarity and the Communal 
One of the most principal criticisms of the beautiful soul was that in order for it to 
truly exist, one must focus primarily on one’s self. The individual must turn inward to 
achieve moral perfection through contemplation. However, when the individual 
encounters external conflicts (as anyone who lives in the world does), the ideal tends to 
break down. The moral perfection attained in solitude could not be transferred to 
interactions with others. This was one of the primary reasons for the decline of the 
beautiful soul.  
However, the construct of the beautiful soul can be restored through attention to 
human solidarity and service to the community. According to Richard Rorty (1989), 
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“human solidarity is to say that there is something within each of us – our essential 
humanity – which resonates to the presence of this same thing in other human beings” (p. 
189). Despite the traditional, and often inaccurate, characterization of the artist who 
isolates himself or herself from the world, madly creating work in a garret or attic, an 
artist requires communal interaction to accede to his or her fullest ethical form. 
If the moral exemplar is defined as one who embodies moral principles such as 
love, compassion, and justice in his or her words, actions, and teachings, this research 
examined the visual artist who, in creating works of art, also embodied these principles, 
but in the expanded construct of the restored beautiful soul. Although the particular ethics 
driving a particular work may vary, it can be concluded that the creation of the greatest 
works of art is an exemplary action. For example, Picasso’s Guernica is one of the most 
widely acclaimed artworks addressing the 1937 Nazi bombing of the Basque region and 
an exceptional testament to an artist crafting work in an ethical manner. This depiction of 
war and violence represents the principle of justice, which is central to the struggles of 
the 20th and 21st centuries. Other works of art, such as Beethoven’s symphonies or 
Michelangelo’s Sistine Chapel and Pietà, constitute moral creations in that they offer 
audiences a universally transcendent experience.  
If the artist produces exemplary artwork over time, and the work stirs the viewer 
to consider moral implications or toward a transcendent experience, and/or the artist 
integrates ethical standards into the production of his or her work, this collective body of 
work can be considered ethical or moral action and was categorized as such in the 
communal section of the MMARBS. Furthermore, if the artist also defines and writes a 
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philosophy for other artists to emulate, this action broadens the scope of his or her ethical 
contribution by providing a set of universal principles for other artists to embody in 
solidarity with the communal. This attention to the communal, marked by the transition 
from individual actor to representative of the universal, is central to the restored beautiful 
soul. The threefold phenomenon of creating the groundbreaking work, developing the 
exemplary philosophy, and producing the desired effect on the viewer manifests in the 
life and work of all six artists explored in this research. 
Conclusion 
This investigation examined six case examples of artists who embody the 
beautiful soul as defined by the initial version of the Masi Model of the Artist as Restored 
Beautiful Soul (MMARBS). This investigation was further motivated by the belief that 
such artists, who personify moral action and solidarity, can serve as models for young 
artists in training to develop a personal set of professional ethics. This investigation used 
the MMARBS framework to guide not just the analysis of individual artists, but also a 
cross-case analysis in order to identify meaningful patterns that could then be used to 
develop comprehensive curricula providing young art students an ethically-grounded set 
of role models and characteristics to emulate, both during their apprentice years and 
throughout their professional careers. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 
 
This dissertation was designed to apply the MMARBS framework explained in 
Chapter 2 to determine whether the lives and work of six specific artists could in fact be 
used as valuable case studies to fulfill the ethics component of an art school curriculum. 
These lives, habits, and practices of the selected artists, all of whom met the criteria for 
high creative achiever status, were analyzed in order to identify ethical traits 
characteristic of the moral exemplar and restored beautiful soul. This study provides an 
empirical basis for arts educators to devise curricula that introduce the discussion of 
values, ethics, and virtues into the arts classroom. Such discussions compel students to 
wrestle with the moral nature of many decisions they will need to make as artists. This 
study is particularly relevant to the arts education field as arts educators could also use 
this research to design curricula to meet the National Association of Schools of Arts and 
Design (NASAD) ethical and moral problem-solving competency. This chapter describes 
the research method, sampling, data, and analytic approaches used to perform this study. 
RESEARCH METHOD 
1. Goal of the study 
The goal of this study was to study six high creative achiever visual artists to 
determine if they were ethical exemplars of the ideal of the restored beautiful soul. By 
stating specific propositions, the researcher can more efficiently focus the study (Yin, 
2015). Based on the existing literature about the moral exemplar and the nature of 
solidarity, the propositions for this study were the following:  
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1. These artists had some type of religious and/or philosophical influence in their 
early lives (i.e. before age 18). These early influences were either outwardly 
rejected, ignored, or adopted only later in their adult years.  
 
2. These artists all contributed in some meaningful way to a specific community, 
which would constitute a moral action. Each artist wanted his or her vision to 
be communicated to artists, students, viewers, or other constituents.  
 
3. Each artist maintained a commitment to the integrity of his or her art. 
 
4. Each artist cultivated specific habits of practice that facilitated the continuity 
of this ethical vision and work over time.  
 
2. The Methodology: Historical Case Example 
An historical case example was the method that best yielded the robust level of 
description necessary to collect meaningful information about the ethical choices and 
behaviors of these artists. Unlike other qualitative research methods such as grounded 
theory or narrative inquiry, historical case example does not rely on direct observation or 
interviews for data collection. In historical case example, the investigator interprets past 
events by the traces the subjects of investigation have left. The historical researcher deals 
with the evidence of the subject’s actions, artifacts, and writings. But according to H.C. 
Hockett (1955) the historian, no less than the scientist, must utilize evidence resting on 
reliable interpretation.  
Historical method is, strictly speaking, a process supplementary to observations, a 
process by which the historian attempts to test the truthfulness of the reports of 
observations made by others (Hockett, 1955). Like the scientist, he or she examines the 
data and formulates hypotheses, i.e., tentative conclusions. These conjectures must be 
tested by seeking fresh evidence or re-examining the old, and this process must continue 
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until, in light of all available evidence, the hypotheses are abandoned as untenable or 
modified until they conform to the available evidence. Historians have learned that they 
can only endeavor to establish facts beyond reasonable doubt. Just as with the sciences, 
as yet undiscovered evidence might come to light, requiring future researchers to modify 
conclusions (p. 8). 
Case study is particularly effective when the research question asks “how” or 
“why” a certain phenomenon has or is occurring (Yin, 2015; Zucker, 2009). In this 
investigation, a set of protocol questions were developed based on the MMARBS 
framework that was used to organize what is known about each artist. Each case study 
was presented separately with a focus on the artist’s habits, life choices, influences, and 
practices, all organized within seven categories comprising the restored beautiful soul 
aspect of the conceptual model: religiosity, ethics, influences, reflection about creative 
process, philosophical writings and beliefs, moral action, and solidarity. 
The end result of this study was six separate case studies comprised of a 
biography culled from secondary sources, analysis of works of art, and findings based on 
the data collection from the primary source documents. Once each case was presented, an 
integrative summary of the cases was provided as a comparative cross-case analysis of 
the themes from the conceptual model. This analysis determined whether and how the 
cases collectively fulfilled the themes set forth in the conceptual model. 
This study provided a set of case studies that employed available data in order to 
answer the following research questions:  
1. What ethical factors enable artists to create a significant body of art and 
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career?  
2. Are these factors unique to each artist, or are there patterns across the artists? 
3. Do any such patterns provide valuable information to those creating curricula 
for the education of artists?   
  
3. Sampling and Inclusion Criteria 
The method for selecting these artists was purposeful sampling. The six artists in 
this study have met the criteria for being high creative achievers and were known to have 
some of the characteristics of the restored beautiful soul. According to Patton (2002), the 
“logic and power of purposeful sampling lies in selecting information-rich cases for study 
in depth. Information-rich cases are those from which one can learn a great deal about 
issues of central importance to the purpose of the research, thus the term purposeful 
sampling” (p. 169).  
The first criterion for inclusion was that the six artists have been deemed 
creatively exemplary, or “high creative achievers,” by the art world at large. This means 
that their artistic output has been judged among the “greats” according to experts in the 
museum, art historical, and academic fields. This assessment of “greatness” can usually 
only occur over an extended period of time. For example, although an artist may receive 
a prominent museum retrospective during his or her lifetime, a full analysis of the artist’s 
life and work usually occurs posthumously. This is one reason for looking at artists from 
a historical, rather than contemporary, perspective. Since the artists have been chosen 
specifically to meet the standards of high creative achievers, as laid out in the conceptual 
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model’s psychological (i.e. beautiful) realm, which is represented in red in the MMARBS 
framework (see Chapter 2, Figure 3), what remained to be determined is whether or not 
these exemplary artists are also exemplary moral individuals, or “restored beautiful 
souls.”  
The second criterion for choosing these artists was that they appeared to have 
demonstrated some characteristics of the restored beautiful soul over an extended period 
of time (forty or more years). According to Bromley (1991), when the unit of analysis is 
an individual, life history is an important concept to consider. The artists’ life histories, 
therefore, represented a key piece of evidence to justify their inclusion in this study. Like 
moral exemplars in other fields (e.g. Martin Luther King Jr., Dorothy Day, and Albert 
Schweitzer), these artists’ commitment to an ethical standard in their lives and work was 
a primary focus throughout their careers.  
The third criterion was that each of these artists left primary source writings or 
interviews. Using written texts to study a visual artist does present some challenges, but it 
also offers a firsthand opportunity to learn, in the artist’s own voice, about the factors that 
informed the creation of the work. Since the evidence for this study was derived from the 
artists’ own words, it was more reliable (Gardner, 2006) and offered a deep sense of their 
unique histories. 
 
4. Units of Analysis, or Participant Artists 
Case Definition and Sampling 
The unit of measure in this type of study is traditionally an individual person 
(Bromley, 1986), and in this dissertation specifically each individual artist was studied as 
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a separate “case” (Yin, 2015). The sampling method used for selecting the artists was 
purposive in that each case was “information-rich cases relative to the phenomenon of 
interest” (Palinkas, et al., 2015). The initial selection of the six artists (Wassily 
Kandinsky, Käthe Kollwitz, Jacob Lawrence, Mark Rothko, Vincent van Gogh, 
Remedios Varo) was based on the researcher’s familiarity with each artist through 
previous studies, viewing their creative work in person, and reading primary and 
secondary sources which appeared to make them viable subjects for study. This selection 
has provided intrinsic interest in the cases and their life histories and, therefore, each 
appeared relevant to the study. The final number of participant artists depended on how 
each case example compared to the next during cross-case analysis. Bringing together 
several case studies enabled inquiry into the particular phenomenon (Zucker, 2009) of 
how these artists sustained ethical commitment over time.  
The final number of artists was determined by the frequency and distribution of 
the writings of each artist related to the conceptual model. It was assumed that each of the 
artists would not have the same distribution over the framework. For example, Kandinsky 
was a strong believer and advocate for the use of color to create spiritual experiences for 
the viewer. However, Lawrence revealed little about how his use of color or other 
techniques (acrylic, flat use of space) related to the viewer experience. As research 
continued, characteristics were added to and deleted from the conceptual framework in 
order to fully capture the nuances of each case study. Once the framework began to 
repeat itself, with no aspects of the artists’ lives or work unaccounted for, it was assumed 
there was a representative number of artists. Thus, though the final number of artists 
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could have differed from the initial number, in fact, this number (6) remained the same. 
The artists were selected as a purposeful sample based on the following selection 
criteria. Each artist: 
1. Was already established as a high creative achiever. 
2. Produced original writings, journals, or oral histories, in addition to creating 
visual art. 
3. Created ethically-oriented work over several decades. 
4. Was born within a 60-year period (1853 – 1908). 
5. Conveyed through artwork an ethically meaningful experience with an 
intentionality legible to the viewer, according to credible scholarly sources. 
6. Embodied the restored beautiful soul in their work/life in 
solidarity/community with others in various ways, such as the following:  
a) Founded the Blue Reiter School, wrote Concerning the Spiritual in Art 
(Kandinsky)  
b) Lived for 50 years among the impoverished as depicted in her work 
(Kollwitz)  
c) Published extensive poems, letters, notes about her work (Varo)  
d) Taught art students about the creation of socially conscious work 
(Lawrence)  
e) Wrote over 650 letters to his brother Theo consistently drawing upon 
the spiritual experiences of both seeing and creating art, stated his goal 
was to create this type of experience for his viewers (Van Gogh) 
f) Repeatedly interviewed potential viewers about the impact of his 
work, produced philosophical writings about his intentions for viewer 
experience (Rothko) 
 
In order to produce meaningful results for the arts education field, a multiple case 
study approach was utilized. By identifying common ethical factors, habits, and 
influences across multiple artists, this study yielded pedagogically actionable results 
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(Yin, 2015).		
5. Relevant Data and Collection 
Sources of Data. 
 According to Yin (2009), the most frequently used types of data in the case study 
method come from “documentation, archival records, interviews, direct observations, 
participant observation and physical artifacts” (p. 105). As with the great majority of 
historical research, the data collected for this project were initially in a raw state and 
could not be used until they were subjected to critical examination. The principles by 
which all statements were tested and sifted were in reality little more than common sense 
rules carefully formulated (Hockett, 1955, p. 13). 
1. Primary Source Material: Documents and Audio Interviews 
Different kinds of primary source documents were used for each of the six artists. In 
addition, it was important to consider whether the artist knew the documents would be 
distributed for public consumption.  
 
Table 4: Types of Artists’ Documents in Study 
 
Artist Type of Document Artist’s Knowledge of 
Public Distribution 
Kollwitz Journals and letters Yes 
Lawrence Audio Interviews Yes 
Rothko Writings Published Posthumously Yes/No 
Kandinsky Published Writings Yes 
Van Gogh Letters Published Posthumously No 
Varo Poems, Letters, Notes Published 
Posthumously 
No 
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Whether the individual artist intended a document to be published may have affected 
his or her voice as it manifested in the document. Three artists may not have ever 
intended their writings to be widely accessible, as their writings were published after their 
deaths (Rothko, Van Gogh, and Varo). The other three artists wrote or gave interviews 
intended for a specific, public audience, and the works were published during the artists’ 
lifetimes (Lawrence, Kollwitz, Kandinsky). Due to her popularity and at the request of 
her son Hans, Kollwitz wrote out and expanded most of her journals. Jacob Lawrence 
was approached for interviews by a scholar doing dissertation research and by the oral 
history historians at the Archives of American Art. Wassily Kandinsky published his own 
writings in order to share his theories about the intersections of spirituality, color, music, 
and visual art.  
 In order to ensure that what the artist said in his or her writings/interviews was 
truthful, it was necessary to triangulate the data. Three types of sources provided the bulk 
of the data for this study.  
Each of the artists selected produced written or verbal primary source material, 
for example, autobiography, letters, philosophical writings, or other documents. For four 
out of the six artists, documents have been translated from their native languages 
(German, Russian, Spanish, French) and published in book form. Primary source 
examples include:  
a) Wassily Kandinsky. Complete Writings on Art (859 pages, 1982), 
translated and edited by Kenneth C. Lindsay and Peter Vergo. Spiritual in 
Art (57 pages, 1911) Kandinsky - edited/translated by M.T.H. Sadler, 
1977. 
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b) The Diaries and Letters of Käthe Kollwitz (200 pages, 1955), These 
sources have been edited by her son Hans Kollwitz and translated by 
Richard and Clara Winston.  
 
c) Mark Rothko. Writings on Art (168 pages, 2006) and The Artist’s Reality: 
Philosophies of Art (129 pages, 2004). These sources have been edited by 
his son, Christopher Rothko and published in English. 
 
d) The Letters and Diaries of Vincent van Gogh (224 pages, 2015), translated 
by Anthony M. Ludovico.  
 
e) Archives of American Art Oral Interview with Jacob Lawrence (46 pages, 
10/26/1968), interviewed by Carol Greene, published in English.  
 
f) Remedios Varo. A published dissertation by biographer Janet Kaplan, (308 
pages, 1982), and Varo’s catalogue raisonné (1994) in both Spanish and 
English.  
 
 
2. Primary Source Material: Artwork 
 Another of Yin’s sources for data is artifacts, which are manmade physical 
objects. In this study, the most significant artifacts were each key artist’s works of art, 
which still impact viewers today. As philosopher and archaeologist R.G. Collingwood 
has written in The Idea of History, “the past which an historian studies is not a dead past, 
but a past which in some sense is still living in the present” (1983, p. 2) Philosopher and 
researcher Rolf Johansson has stated that a physical artifact is a “carrier of history” 
(2003). Therefore, this dissertation was a study of both the biographical past of the artists 
and the present impact of their works. Key works of art were included in each case 
example.  
 
3. Secondary Source Material 
Since the artists are all high creative achievers, there was also a wealth of 
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secondary source writings available, including exhibition catalogs, monographs, 
catalogues raisonnés, biographies, articles, and interviews. These sources were used 
chiefly to cull biographical information, to interpret works of art, and to verify, refute, or 
otherwise complicate the artists’ original writings. 
Because each of the main data sources (artist writings and interviews, key works 
of art, and secondary source writings) must be considered separately from the others, 
triangulation was used to ensure the validity of the data (Denzin & Lincoln, 2003).  
6. Collection of Data 
Readiness of the researcher. 
In order to conduct effective case study research, the first consideration must be 
the readiness of the researcher. Due to the “continuous interaction between the theoretical 
issues being studied and the data being collected a well-trained and experienced 
researcher is necessary to perform a high-quality case study” (Yin, 2015). Since this 
dissertation consisted of historical case examples, there were no on-site observations or 
human subjects present. Nevertheless, the “good listening” of the researcher was still 
paramount, and was expanded in this study to “good listening and looking” as the 
researcher endeavored not only to interpret each artist’s visual work, but also to listen to 
the artist’s voice in his or her primary source material. A willingness to modify aspects of 
the conceptual framework, research questions, and propositions as the data was being 
collected also facilitated deeper research. The background of the researcher as both 
practicing artist and arts educator enabled a more robust examination of the process and 
product of each artist, and enabled the researcher to translate the data into actionable arts 
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pedagogy. In addition, the researcher developed this line of interest in the ethical 
influences of artists through coursework at the master’s and doctoral levels over the last 
fourteen years. This coursework has resulted in numerous graduate research papers that 
enabled the researcher to examine these artists from different pedagogical perspectives: 
philosophical, educational, ethical, theological, biographical, art historical, and 
psychological.  
One of the primary concerns in this study related to readiness was researcher bias. 
Bias in the researcher can easily negate any well-designed case study. In this study 
because the researcher is an artist with deep admiration for and experience researching 
several of the proposed participant artists and their work, rigorous adherence to the 
research questions, propositions, and protocol was necessary. In order to test possible 
bias, the researcher remained open to contrary findings (Yin, 2015).  
In order to test researcher bias, a study was performed on an artist, Michelangelo 
Caravaggio (Masi, 2009), whose conduct initially appeared to violate the standards of an 
ethical artist. Due to his documented aggressive encounters with the law and eventual 
imprisonment and exile from his city of practice, Caravaggio appeared to be a highly 
creative artist who did not meet many of the ethical standards of the restored beautiful 
soul. What emerged from this research was surprising. Caravaggio demonstrated a long-
term commitment never to paint from drawings or studies and always to work directly 
from life. This is a very difficult practice to uphold and demonstrates an intense and 
dedicated commitment to the integrity of his art by always being in the presence of his 
human subjects. In addition, he maintained a sense of professionalism in many 
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commissions when he was asked to either redo or change the work. It became evident 
that his personal life did not seem to affect the existence of ethics in his creative life. 
These findings led to the expansion of several areas of the model, particularly in the areas 
of integrity to the work, creative process, and ethical commitment in professional 
practice. These findings were valuable not only in validating the model but also in 
gaining further insight into newly discovered habits of practice and the profound meaning 
of integrity to one’s work for an ethically exemplary artist. Having to modify incorrect 
assumptions raises researcher awareness of possible bias as well as the importance of 
remaining open to unexpected findings (Yin, 2015).  
 
7. Data Collection Tools 
Protocol. 
Below is the proposed protocol for data collection that provided structure, focus, 
and a frame for analysis (Yin, 2009; Zucker, 2009). The development of the final 
protocol entailed additional research and consultation with several advisors in order to 
ensure efficacy, reliability, and accuracy to the research questions. The beautiful 
component of this model (see Chapter 2, Figure 3) was not part of this study. Using the 
conceptual model and focusing on the good (colored in blue) and the communal (colored 
in green) areas of the individual factors of the high creative achiever yielded these 
generative questions as points of departure: 
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Table 5. Sample of Protocol Questions 
 
THE GOOD: MORAL EXEMPLAR 
 
Religiosity 
 
What type of religious or spiritual education did the artists receive? Or did they not receive this 
type of education?  
  
What influence did their religious and spiritual upbringing have on choices related to the artists’ 
core values, standards, and precepts? 
 
Did they have any religious or spiritual habits of practice (prayer, meditation) that contributed to 
the development and continuity of their artistic vision? 
 
Do they name and discuss any spiritual references in their writings?  
 
Ethics 
 
What sacrifices did they have to endure in order to maintain this commitment? (e.g. monetary, 
geographic locale, exposure, poverty) 
 
What factors led to these artists maintaining the commitment to their work over time? 
 
What influences (literary, familial, artistic) led to their ability to maintain an ethical vision in their 
work over time?  
 
Did they conduct any type of repeated moral action (volunteering, demonstrating support for 
oppressed groups, protesting, teaching their vision)? 
Influences 
 
What kind of literary, theological, and philosophical influences were part of this commitment, if 
any? 
 
Did any of these artists write from a philosophical perspective in their journals or published work?  
Reflection about Creative Process 
 
Were there specific media choices that contributed to the viewer experience? 
 
What role did intentionality play in the choices made? Were the artists aware of the experience they 
wished to provide for the viewer?  
 
What processes did they use to create the desired experience for the viewer? 
 
Philosophical Writings and Beliefs 
Is there evidence that their creative work offered an ethical focus, meaning-making, transcendent 
experience, and/or opportunity for reflection?  
Is this focus verified by the viewer and domain experts?  
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THE COMMUNAL 
Moral Action: Individual and Imagery 
What was their primary subject matter in their work (e.g. the worker, the oppressed, the natural 
world, the metaphysical)  
Did they advocate or speak out against those that were oppressed or unjustly treated?  
Solidarity 
How did they serve the larger artistic community or another community? 
 
How did they express their singular habits, beliefs, and practice to benefit a larger community?  
Did they share with art students their ideas and creative processes for creating work with an ethical 
intention?  
 
 
According to Yin (2015), there are six sources of case study evidence: documents, 
archival records, interviews, direct observation, participant-observation, and physical 
artifacts. Because this is a historical study, interviews, direct observation, and participant-
observation were not part of the evidence collection. While collecting the data, it was 
important to follow a protocol that ensured the best possible attention to validity and 
reliability. In order to address this aspect of the study, the four principles of data 
collection as determined by Yin were followed.  
  Principle 1: Use Multiple Sources of Evidence 
In case study analysis, it is more important than in other methods to use multiple 
sources of evidence. Multiple sources allowed for the triangulation of data as well as 
increased accuracy due to the varied perspectives of different writers and authorities. 
Drawing from the sources of data named above, every attempt was made to use multiple-
source material in the form of documents, archival records, and physical artifacts.  
  Principle 2: Create a Case Study Database 
Although Boston University offered free access to the NVivo qualitative database 
system to all students, after evaluating several different options, the ATLAS.ti qualitative 
   
 
 
73 
database software was purchased. This was due not only to the latter software’s more 
obviously visual interface, but also, and more importantly, its ability to code video, audio, 
and images in addition to large amounts of text together in one database.  
ATLAS.ti software also enabled the categorization of such themes as the artist, 
early influences, role of religion, literary influences, habits of practice, relationship to 
viewer, critical reception to work, etc. Features such as coding, memos, comments, 
visualization, image mapping, and word frequency offered the opportunity to view 
patterns and trends in the data that may not otherwise have been apparent, both during the 
collection process and afterwards during analysis. 
One of the founders and researchers of ATLAS.ti, Susanne Friese, has also 
written Qualitative Data Analysis with ATLAS.ti. She used a metaphor of exploration to 
describe data analysis: the process of analyzing is the journey, and the data are the as yet 
undiscovered landscape. The steps outlined in Friese’s (2008) approach include:  
a. Preparing the data 
b. Learning the technical aspects of coding 
c. Developing a system of coding and writing simultaneously 
i. Writing notes (Comments) 
ii. Keeping a diary of major insights (Memos) 
iii. Examining specific characteristics in the data that relate to other 
objects (Querying, Co-occurrence explorer) 
 
For data analysis, the developers of this software continually emphasized the importance 
of two phases of analysis: the descriptive-level (exploring the data, noting what is 
interesting in first stage) and the conceptual-level (digging deeper, looking for 
relationships, seeing how it all fits together) (Friese, 2008). 
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  Principle 3: Maintain a Chain of Evidence 
In order to attend to any questions pertaining to the accuracy of the data, 
following the chain of evidence standards was important. This process included 
maintaining accurate citation of sources; adhering to the rules for avoiding plagiarism; 
clearly documenting the relationship of the evidence to the research questions, 
propositions, and protocol; and ensuring that the data collection process was consistent, 
clear, and able to be replicated (Yin, 2015). 
  Principle 4: Exercise Care When Using Data from Electronic Sources 
When accessing data from electronic sources, rigor was necessary in order to 
verify the credibility of the information and the author’s credentials, as well as to 
correctly cite the source of the information. Due to the historical nature of this study, 
there were many published print sources on these artists and on the philosophical and 
social science theories that provided the foundation for the conceptual framework. In 
many cases contemporary articles chronicling the artists’ habits, analysis of their work, 
and other areas of inquiry were also obtained electronically.  
 
8. Data Collection Metholodology 
The data collection process was the same for each artist. The categories for data 
collection were divided into major categories (seven) from the MMARBS framework and 
then sub-categories. The following five data collection steps were performed for each 
artist and the artist’s primary source documents.  
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Step 1: Access and Gather the Data. 
 
• Most passages selected ranged from 2-8 sentences in length due to the attempt to 
capture the complete meaning.  
• Each passage had multiple applicable codes (e.g. Kollwitz, Artists Writings: 
Journals; Imagery: Death; Influence: Socio-Political; Solidarity: Anti-War) 
Step 2: Categorize each of the artists’ primary source documents into the seven primary 
categories of ethical exemplar from the MMARBS (see Table 7). Use the research 
questions, propositions, and protocol questions as a guide.  
 
Table 6: Seven Major Categories from the MMARBS framework 
 
1. The Good: Moral Exemplar; Religiosity 
2. The Good: Moral Exemplar; Philosophical Writings and Beliefs 
3. The Good: Moral Exemplar; Ethical 
a. Ethics 
b. Reflections on Creative Process 
c. Influences 
4. The Communal 
a. Moral Action in Imagery and Individual 
b. Solidarity 
 
Step 3: Divide each category into sub-categories on the content of the quotation. 
  
Step 4: Extract the codes for numerical counts and percentages. 
Step 5: Summarize the findings into a narrative for each category.  
 
Note: In reporting the data for each artist, because this study is primarily a cross-
case analysis, the 0 results were included. This made for a more cumbersome read of 
the data; however, it was important to also see which areas of the framework are not 
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identified in the evidence.  
 
Each artist’s case example was comprised of three different data components: the 
artist’s biography, which was derived from secondary sources; key examples of their 
artwork; and the findings from the analysis of the primary source documents.  
 
9. Data Analysis 
The primary source documents for each artist—including journals, books, oral 
histories, treatises on art, letters, and other published and non-published sources—were 
the first data analyzed. The MMARBS conceptual framework categories were used to 
code each of the individual writings. Cross-case analysis of the various artists’ 
writings/interviews and their corresponding categories indicated overarching themes.  
Coding and Memos 
 The coding approach was a semiotic breakdown of the material. Data analysis is 
more than taking a chunk of an interview or document and cutting-and-pasting it to use as 
evidence. According to Strauss & Corbin (1998), there are four stages in constructing 
concepts out of the data in order to begin coding: chunking the data into manageable 
segments, exploring the chunks for the ideas contained, naming the concepts, and 
thinking abstractly. Following these steps, the meaning of the data was extracted rather 
than a verbatim quotation with little interpretation. Using memos during the data 
collection process was also a highly-recommended strategy for making meaning out of 
the readings and determining their relevance to the research questions. Atlas.di allowed 
for memos to be written during the coding process. These memos were then accessed 
through the memo manager and were used as a basis for the findings section. 
   
 
 
77 
 
Data Collection and Analysis: An example, Kandinsky and Rothko.  
As an example of how the data collection and analysis occurred, an examination 
of two artists is provided. Under the conceptual framework category of Solidarity, the 
factor of “extending vision to larger community” applied to the following passages by 
Wassily Kandinsky and Mark Rothko.  
   a. Data 
My [publications] On the Spiritual in Art and The Blaue Reiter 
[Almanac], too, had as their principal aim to awaken this capacity for 
experiencing the spiritual in material and in abstract phenomena, which will be 
indispensable in the future, making unlimited kinds of experiences possible. My 
desire to conjure up in people who still did not possess this rewarding talent was 
the main purpose of both publications. (Kandinsky, Wassily, 1982, p. 381) 
 
I would like to say something about large pictures, and perhaps touch on 
some of the points made by the people who are looking for a spiritual basis for 
communion. 
  I paint very large pictures, I realize that historically the function of 
painting large pictures is something very grandiose and pompous. The reason I 
paint them however…is precisely because I want to be intimate and human. To 
paint a small picture is to place yourself outside your experience, to look upon an 
experience as a stereopticon view or with a reducing glass. However you paint 
the larger picture, you are in it. It isn’t something you command. (Rothko, 2006, 
p. 74) 
 
   b. Data Collection 
1. Both artists named the “spiritual” (coded as: religiosity);  
2. Both named their intent for the viewer to experience this phenomenon (coded 
as: solidarity: consideration of the viewer);  
3. Kandinsky wrote of a desire to “conjure” or teach this ability to awaken the 
spiritual in others (coded as solidarity: teaching other artists) 
4. Rothko named these connections as present in his work (coded as reflection 
about creative process and solidarity: relationship to viewer); 
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5. Rothko referred specifically to scale in his artwork as a means of providing 
communion (solidarity: relationship to viewer; reflection about creative 
process); 
6. Kandinsky referred to his book Concerning the Spiritual in Art (coded as 
solidarity: teaches other artists, belief in community).  
 
c. Analysis 
Both Rothko and Kandinsky intended to create a spiritual experience for their viewer. 
Rothko did this through his paintings, Kandinsky through his two publications and his 
artwork. The ability to name the intent and perform the action was identified as a moral 
action by Donald Swearer in his teachings about moral exemplars (Swearer, 2006). 
Therefore, this finding was backed up by the literature and was considered a valid piece 
of evidence. 
 
10. Findings  
In this study, there were six case examples that emerged from this research. Each 
separate case example was comprised of the artist’s biography, examples of the artist’s 
work, and individual findings from the primary source documents. The individual 
findings section was comprised of major categories and sub-categories from the 
framework, which were organized into codes, which were used to analyze each artist’s 
primary documents. This entire set of coded quotations constituted the artist’s quotations 
data set.  
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There were three parts to the findings:  
1. Part One of each case example was comprised of the artist’s biography from 
secondary sources, analysis and examples of works of art from key points in the 
artist’s career. 
2. Part Two was comprised of each artist’s individual findings sorted according to 
the seven major categories from the conceptual framework (Ethics, Philosophical 
Writings and Beliefs, Religiosity, Reflection about Creative Process, Influences, 
Solidarity, and Moral Action: Imagery and Individual). 
3. Part Three of the findings process guided the organization of the cross-case 
analysis findings section. The cross-case analysis was performed in order to 
ascertain the aggregate findings and how they related to the initial Masi Model of 
the Artist as Restored Beautiful Soul (MMARBS).  
4. The MMARBS evolved from the initial version used at the outset of the data 
collection process to the adapted version based on the findings from this research 
(please see Chapter 4).  
The findings demonstrated how each individual artist scored for each of the seven 
major categories and sub-categories from the MMARBS framework (Ethics, 
Philosophical Writings and Beliefs, Religiosity, Reflection about Creative Process, 
Influences, Solidarity, and Moral Action: Imagery and Individual). These seven major 
categories were created as super codes in the Atlast.di database, and are called major 
categories in the discussion of the findings. Each major category was also divided into 
sub-categories, which are simply called categories in the discussion of the findings.  
There were 1,457 total quotations from each of the six artists. The data collection 
process resulted in over 13,320 coded quotations from these artists into major categories 
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and categories. Many of the original 1,457 quotations corresponded to several of the 
same codes in the framework. The findings were then verified and triangulated with each 
artist’s primary biography and carefully chosen samples of their artwork. These findings 
are Part One of each case example. Part Two of each case example is comprised of the 
findings from the data collection process which analyzed the case example’s primary 
source documents.  
Then a cross-case analysis was performed in order to ascertain the aggregate 
findings and how they related to the restored beautiful soul framework. The cross-case 
analysis findings section is comprised of the 1,457 separate quotations analyzed from the 
six artists’ primary documents. The findings were calculated first for each artist and 
appear under each separate case example. The complete set of six case examples and 
individual and cross-case analysis findings can be read in Chapter 4.  
Conclusion 
In order to develop a meaningful conceptual framework for use in arts pedagogy, 
six robust case examples were created. Once the source material was analyzed for 
frequency in the categories related to the MMARBS conceptual model, the most 
significant ethical categories emerged. These categories provide an invaluable means of 
incorporating ethics and moral problem solving into the arts education classroom. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: METHODOLOGY, CROSS-CASE ANALYSIS, FINDINGS, 
AND INDIVIDUAL ARTIST CASE EXAMPLES 
 
The primary goal of this study was to examine the beliefs, habits, and practices of 
six prominent nineteenth- and twentieth-century visual artists in order to provide support 
to the conceptual framework of the restored beautiful soul (MMARBS) proposed within 
this dissertation. Arts education pedagogy most often exposes students to historical and 
contemporary artists by presenting the works of the artists in order to teach technique, 
meaning, context, and many other topics. However, art students rarely hear from the 
artists themselves and how they grapple with questions about ethics in their lives and 
artistic practice. Although qualitative studies have been done that include aspects of the 
ethical decision-making processes and habits of visual artists (Gardner, Csikszentmihalyi, 
Colby & Damon) no study has researched a group of visual artists’ primary source 
writings in order to draw conclusions about the presence of aspects of ethical decision 
making and habits of practice in their lives or work. This study examines writings by and 
interviews of the artists themselves in order to determine whether they meet specific 
criteria to meet that of a visual art ethical exemplar.  
In order to determine whether the data fulfill the proposed goal, it is helpful to revisit 
four key aspects of this study: the research questions, propositions, protocol questions 
and the initial vs. revised MMARBS framework. These are the main areas of focus when 
summarizing the findings for each characteristic in the MMARBS framework.   
Research Questions. 
 
1. What are the ethical factors that enable these artists to create a significant 
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body of art and career over time?  
2. Are these factors unique to each case, or is there a pattern across the artists? 
3. Do meaningful trends emerge in these patterns that are valuable to those 
creating curriculum for the education of artists?    
 
 
Propositions. 
These artists had some type of religious and/or philosophical influence in 
their early lives (i.e. before age 18). These early influences were 
outwardly rejected or ignored. If they were adopted, the artists did so only 
later in their adult years.  
 
These artists all contributed in some meaningful way to a specific 
community, which would constitute a moral action.   
 
Each artist wanted his or her vision to be communicated to artists, 
students, viewers, or other members of the community.  
 
Each artist maintained a commitment to the integrity of his or her art 
(Berleant, 1977).  
 
Each artist had specific habits of practice and reflections about creative 
process that facilitated the continuity of this ethical vision and work over 
time. 
 
METHODOLOGY 
 
 During the data collection process, several changes to the methodology were 
made. Changes affected both the data collection process itself and the initial MMARBS 
framework, which eventually became the revised MMARBS framework. 
1. Data Collection.  a. Part One: Individual Artist Case Examples	
Each artist case example is comprised of three different data components: the artist’s 
biography, key examples of the artist’s artwork, and the descriptive data from the artist’s 
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primary source documents. The biography was compiled from secondary sources shows 
how the artist meets the first criterion of the beautiful soul framework as a highly creative 
artist.  
 
b. Part Two: Primary Source Documents 
The purpose of this study was to use the primary source writings of six visual artists 
(Wassily Kandinsky, Käthe Kollwitz, Jacob Lawrence, Mark Rothko, Vincent van Gogh, 
Remedios Varo) in order to determine whether the characteristics of the restored beautiful 
soul conceptual model (MMARBS) could be found in their lives and work. Different 
kinds of documents were used for each of the six artists. As presented in Chapter 3 when 
using documents from an original source, it is important to consider the intentionality of 
the writer in relation to potential readers.  
 
 
 
c. Data Collection Process 
Once the categories were input into the Atlas.ti database, each original document was 
loaded into the database and codes were assigned as follows:  
 
1. Gather and Assess the Data 
Most passages selected from the primary source documents ranged from 2-8 sentences in 
length due the attempt to capture the complete meaning. Each passage had multiple 
applicable codes (e.g. Kollwitz, Artists Writings: Journals; Imagery: Death; Influence: 
Socio-Political; Solidarity: Anti-War). 
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2. Sort into Major Categories  
Each of the artists’ primary source documents was placed in one or more of the seven 
primary categories of ethical exemplar from the MMARBS (see next page). This process 
was guided by the research questions, propositions, and protocol questions. The 
discussion of these findings uses the term major category for the seven super codes that 
come directly from the Masi Restored Beautiful Soul Framework (ethics, influences, 
moral action, philosophical writings and beliefs, reflection on creative process, 
religiosity, and solidarity). The term category refers to the items within each major 
category of the framework.  
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Table 6: Major Categories in Data Collection 
Seven Major Categories from Study from MMARBS 
The Good: Moral Exemplar; Religiosity 
The Good: Moral Exemplar; Philosophical Writings and Beliefs 
The Good: Moral Exemplar 
Ethics 
Reflections about Creative Process 
Influences 
The Communal 
Moral Action in Imagery and Individual 
Solidarity 
 
3. Divide each major category into categories based on the content 
of the quotation.  
Soon after the data collection process began, the data were divided into major categories 
(seven) from the framework and then again divided into sub-categories (henceforth called 
simply categories) based on the quotation from the artist. The categories were changed 
considerably during the first four artists’ data collection process (Kollwitz, Kandinsky, 
Lawrence, and Rothko). There were minor additions to the categories with Van Gogh and 
none with Varo.  
4. Extract the codes for numerical counts and percentages 
Please see Part Two of each individual case example for counts and percentages 
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5. Aggregate counts and percentages into Cross-Case Analysis 
Table 
Please see (Table 7) for the Cross-Case Analysis of 
numerical counts and percentages 
 
6. Sort the findings into the top ten ethical findings from the study.		
Please see (Table 10) for the Cross-Case Analysis for Top 
Ethical Categories and other findings from the study. 
  
Note: In reporting the data for each artist, because this study is primarily a 
cross-case analysis, the 0 results have been included. This makes for a more 
cumbersome read of the data; however, it is important to also see which areas 
of the framework are not identified in the evidence.  
 
 
2. Conceptual Framework 
In order to explore ethics in the lives, practices, and influences of a particular type of 
ethical exemplar known as the “restored beautiful soul” (MMARBS), this dissertation 
used an initial version of an ethical model constructed for the study, which was then 
revised as the findings evolved. Figure 4 shows the initial conceptual framework used at 
the outset of the study, and Figure 5 shows the revised framework. A side-by-side version 
appears in Figure 6. The sections immediately following the figures discuss both the 
relevant differences among the frameworks for the traditional moral exemplar, the initial 
MMARBS, and the revised MMARBS and also the factors required for an artist to meet 
the MMARBS. 
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 What follows is a brief summary of how the conceptual framework changed from 
the initial to revised versions based on significant findings. Then the results section 
presents each of the significant findings in more detail.  
Figure 4: Initial MMARBS Framework  
 
  
   
 
 
88 
 
 
Figure 5: Revised MMARBS Framework  
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Differences Between Moral Exemplar and Restored Beautiful Soul (MMARBS) 
Frameworks 
In this study of these six artists, the most significant finding was in the category of 
ethics, specifically the artist’s integrity to his or her art. This study discovered very little 
habitual traditional religiosity in the lives and habits of practice of these six artists. 
However, it is important to note that another six artists may yield different results in 
many areas of the framework. All the artists were raised in a conventional faith tradition; 
however, only Kollwitz and Kandinsky appear to have participated in any regular type of 
religious practice throughout their lives.  
Another category important to the traditional moral exemplar, but less represented 
among the artists in this study, is philosophical writings and beliefs. This difference 
makes sense given that the artists were working in a visual realm with only two (Rothko, 
Kandinsky) writing for a public audience.  
Other individual factors of the moral exemplar that were less prevalent among the 
artists in this study were upbringing, family, and external recognition, and work ethic. 
One of the most surprising findings was how little the artists spoke of the art market, 
exhibition of their work, or other external motivators. 
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Figure 6: Side-by-Side Initial vs. Revised MMARBS Framework 
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What is essential for an artist to meet the MMARBS framework?  
First, for an artist to be considered a restored beautiful soul, he or she must 
prioritize the integrity of the art above all else. This factor is the most important to the 
ethical vision of the visual artist, as indicated both by the literature and by the findings of 
this study. Second only to respect for the integrity of the art is the action of creating work 
that conveys ethical themes of social justice, the spiritual, and/or the metaphysical. The 
artist must not only talk the talk, but also walk the walk. This means creating a large body 
of work over decades that develops specific ethical themes, not just one or a handful of 
works that address a particular issue at a particular point in time (e.g. Picasso’s 
masterpiece, Guernica).  
Third, the artist must engage with some form of the communal. This factor is the 
restorative element that elevates the beautiful soul beyond the narcissistic self-projection 
it had become during the Enlightenment. The artist can engage with the communal by 
teaching other artists, by building community, by writing about his or her work, by 
creating work that performs moral action and engages the viewer, or by partaking in any 
of the other factors within the major category of the communal.  
Since certain categories (e.g. the spiritual, the metaphysical) have very broad 
definitions, many artists would fit into these categories. Further research is needed to 
make these categories more useful in the context of arts education. It must also be 
stressed that the artist must already be considered a high creative achiever in order to be 
an ethical exemplar. The artist’s ability to technically execute his or her vision with 
absolute precision is paramount; without this ability, the artwork cannot convey a 
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universal message or experience to the viewer.  
 It is important to note that some artists met the MMARBS categories more 
narrowly, whereas other artist’s findings were more broadly distributed. The most well-
rounded artist in this study was Käthe Kollwitz. Kollwitz, who wrote at length about her 
creative process both technically and conceptually, crossed several categories, including 
themes of social justice; dedication to the poor/underserved; spiritual themes related to 
grief, loss, and betrayal; and teaching other artists. Kollwitz had one of the longest and 
most sustained careers, and she profoundly affected viewers both at home and 
internationally, during her lifetime and still to this day.  
 
RESULTS 
 
Unlike the format of the individual case examples, this cross-case analysis is 
reported in order of importance based on the findings, or lack thereof, of the artists in this 
study.  
The overall cross-case analysis table (Table 7) demonstrates that the highest 
major category, with 25% of responses, is ethics, and the lowest major categories, with 
7% and 9% of responses, are philosophical writings and beliefs and religiosity, 
respectively. Moral Action and solidarity each account for 18% of responses, and 
reflection about creative process and the artists’ influences account for 11% and 11%, 
respectively. 
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Table 7: Cross Case Analysis of Major Categories for 6 Artists 
 
 
TOTALS FOR EACH 
MAJOR CATEGORY                             
  Kollwitz Lawrence Rothko Kandinsky Van Gogh Varo  Total Count 
Total 
% 
RELIGIOSITY 214 11% 68 5% 264 9% 262 9% 139 7% 300 14% 1247 9% 
PHILOSOPHICAL W 
& B 71 4% 33 2% 231 8% 393 13% 98 5% 160 7% 986 7% 
ETHICS 502 25% 346 26% 665 24% 761 25% 665 33% 441 20% 3380 25% 
REFLECTION ABOUT 
CREATIVE PROCESS 157 8% 107 9% 417 15% 246 8% 253 12% 226 10% 1406 11% 
INFLUENCES 293 15% 345 26% 253 9% 158 5% 139 7% 259 12% 1447 11% 
MORAL ACTION: 
INDIVIDUAL 119 6% 23 2% 133 5% 543 18% 194 9% 66 3% 1078 8% 
MORAL ACTION: 
IMAGERY 279 15% 110 9% 215 8% 115 4% 252 12% 353 16% 1324 10% 
SOLIDARITY 285 16% 276 21% 625 22% 563 18% 320 15% 383 18% 2452 18% 
                
Totals 1920 100% 1308 100% 2803 100% 3041 100% 2060 100% 2188 100% 13320 100% 
TOTAL CODES 13,320            13320  
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1. Ethics: Integrity to the Work 
The highest, and therefore most representative, major category from this study is that 
each artist wrote or discussed their work in ethical terms or themes (25%). The most 
written about category in the entire study is integrity to one’s art at 6.5% or 866 of total 
responses. This is one of the most significant findings from the study.   
 
 
Table 8. Highest Category in Study: Ethics: Integrity to the Work 
 
Category Count % of Ethics 
Category 
% of Entire Coded 
Quotations 
Ethics: Integrity to 
the Work 
866 26% 6.5% 
 
In 1977 Arthur Berleant wrote of the most significant difference between 
traditional ethical exemplars and ethical exemplars in the arts. Unlike religious, political, 
or other exemplars, whose primary focus has been marginalized groups (Dorothy Day), 
racism (Martin Luther King Jr.), or violence and war (Dietrich Bonhoeffer), the artist has 
a different primary concern and responsibility; and that is to their art. This means their 
highest responsibility is to the integrity of the work. If the work is being compromised for 
external or internal reasons then it is not considered a success by these artists and they go 
to great lengths in their lives to ensure this outcome (location, time spent in creation 
process, reading referential materials, learning new techniques). Most importantly if the 
outcome is not evolving to be true to the art the artist may put the public reception of the 
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work on hold (Kollwitz), not let it be seen by certain viewers (Rothko) or make additional 
sketches or even paint over the piece (Varo). Unlike the driving ethical factors in the 
other domains, it is the work must lead the decision making about how, what, and why 
the artist creates. Staying true to the work is the highest ethical responsibility of the artist. 
The research from this study fully supports this claim.  
The finding in Table 8 demonstrates that the artists prioritized integrity to their 
work and that, as a group, this ethic was the most important ethical factor in their lives 
and work. Each artist wrote extensively, passionately, and eloquently about putting the 
integrity of the art first. Language pertaining to duty, responsibility, suffering, and 
sacrifice was frequently employed in the relevant passages. Several artists reflected on art 
as their religion (Van Gogh) or most important thing in their lives (Kollwitz, Van Gogh, 
Rothko), and one even saw himself as a handmaiden to her demands (Kandinsky). 
Perhaps because they represented non-male or non-white artists, Lawrence, Varo, and 
Kollwitz also emphasized their duty to convey an important alternative point-of-view to 
their audiences.   
2. Classifications of the Ethical Artist 
To make the ethical characteristics of these artists easier to understand, and for 
use in arts education, this study has identified three types of ethically exemplary visual 
artists; the Social Justice Ethical Artist, the Metaphysical Ethical Artist, and the Spiritual 
Ethical Artist. 
Social Justice Ethical Artist. When one thinks of artists who create work that 
could be considered highly ethical, one will most likely think first of those artists who 
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work in socio-political themes and have some type of message they want to convey 
through those themes. Artists frequently work with themes of social justice during 
heightened times of societal upheaval, as during wars, famine, immigration, or extreme 
poverty. Over the past century, themes of gender, race, and ethnicity have increasingly 
come to dominate artworks of social justice.  Some artists have created social justice 
works in response to a particular event (e.g. Picasso’s Guernica), but may not have 
pursued work of this nature throughout their careers. Many of the social justice artists 
work today in what is now known as the area of public art. There are funding 
mechanisms in place for artists to exhibit work in a public sphere in order to express a 
specific message, often tied to a socio-political theme.  
However, some of the artists in this study who did not receive wide-spread 
acceptance or funding and did not identify as social justice artists nevertheless built their 
entire body of work around themes of ethics and wished to convey a particular message 
to their viewers. Those that are strongest in the social justice category are Käthe Kollwitz, 
Jacob Lawrence, and, to some extent, Vincent van Gogh. Quotations that referenced these 
themes comprised 13% of the total responses in this study (see Table 9). These artists 
revealed a great deal of their views about socio-political issues like racism, war, poverty, 
and migration (Lawrence), or war, violence, the plight of motherhood, and the 
underserved (Kollwitz). All three artists paid close attention to representing the plight of 
the worker or laborer (Kollwitz, Lawrence, Van Gogh), though this concern manifested 
differently for each artist, based on the time period and place. Categories from the study 
that captured this finding of the Social Justice Ethical Artist include the following: 
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Table 9. Categories of Social Justice Ethical Artists 
 
Category  Count  % of Study 
PHILOSOPHICAL WRITINGS AND BELIEFS: 
Writing about Artists with Ethical Focus 
42 2%  
ETHICS: Adherence to Non-Violence  63 4%   
ETHICS: Attention to Poor/Underserved 141 8%   
ETHICS: Socio-Political 181 10%   
ETHICS: Commitment to Moral Action  150 9%   
INFLUENCES: Political, Socio-Cultural, War, Poverty 192 11%   
MORAL ACTION AND IMAGERY: Attention to 
Marginalized Groups  
101 6%   
MORAL ACTION IN IMAGERY: Ethical Theme 181 10%   
Other 35 2%   
MORAL ACTION: INDIVIDUAL  
(Demonstrated, Duty to Underserved, Suffering/Sacrifice, 
Artist as Spiritual or Moral Vehicle)   
655 38%   
Total Social Justice Quotations  1741 100% 13% 
 
Metaphysical Ethical Artist. Overlooked by traditional ethical frameworks are 
those artists that deal in the realm of the metaphysical, humanist, or transcendent. This 
study found that most of these artists frequently referenced aspects of the metaphysical in 
their writings (Rothko, Kandinsky, Varo, Van Gogh) with 24% of all responses in this 
study meeting the criteria of the metaphysical (see Table 10). Lawrence and Kollwitz, 
although more primarily concerned with social justice themes, also wrote of metaphysical 
influences in the creation of their work. Metaphysics is a complex form of philosophy 
that deals with abstract concepts of time, space, knowing, identity, being, and matter. It is 
about appearance vs. reality and, although many would say that by its very nature it can’t 
be defined, it is helpful to think of it as “the study of ultimate reality” (Van Inwagen, 
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2015 p. 1). Because art is all about appearance vs. reality, creating illusions of reality, as 
well as touching the artist and viewers in ways that are beyond reality, it is no surprise 
that metaphysics is a significant finding in this study. Whether they write of it directly 
(Varo, Van Gogh, Rothko, Kandinsky) or simply hint at it (Lawrence, Kollwitz), all of 
these artists are, by the nature of their identity as ethically oriented artists, are operating 
in the realm of the metaphysical.  
These artists (Rothko, Kandinsky, Varo and Van Gogh) wrote or spoke less about 
the socio-political issues taking place in their time period, even if war was raging around 
them (Kandinsky, Rothko) or they felt the direct effects of socio-political turmoil in their 
lives (Kandinsky, Varo). Alternatively, they sought to respond ethically, but in a manner 
that dealt with the intangible forces of humanity, nature, the infinite, and what may lie 
beyond these realms. They were also keenly interested in the interaction of humanity with 
these forces, sometimes viewing themselves as vessels that could deliver these 
experiences to the viewer. These characteristics discussed by the artists in this realm 
include aspects of transcendence (Rothko), the numinous or wonder (Varo), the 
harmonious, unity (Varo, Kandinsky), and the phenomenology of nature and natural 
forces (Van Gogh, Varo). The category of the Metaphysical Ethical Artist provides a 
new, broader way of thinking about ethics and the visual artist and what it means to 
create metaphysical experiences for the viewer. Categories that captured this finding of 
the Metaphysical Ethical Artist include the following:   
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Table 10. Categories of Metaphysical Ethical Artists 
 
Category Count % of 
Category 
% of Study 
Religiosity: Humanist 268 9%  
Religiosity: Pursuit of Metaphysical 630 20%  
Ethics: Harmony/Unity 541 17%  
Ethics: Particular to the Universal 398 13%  
Ethics: Search for Truth and Soul 698 22%  
Reflection about Creative Process:  Reference to 
Aesthetic, the Beautiful 111 4%  
Moral Action and Imagery: Meaning Beyond Beauty 487 16%  
Total Metaphysical Quotations  3017 100% 24% 
 
 
Spiritual Ethical Artist. All six artists used spiritual or religious language 
frequently in their writings or interviews. Their work differed greatly, but the spiritual 
aspect of creating art was paramount to their identities and decision-making and 
comprised 10% of the total quotations (see Table 11). Spiritual concerns affected their 
decisions about where to live (Kollwitz, Van Gogh) and how they went about their 
creative process (Varo, Kandinsky, Rothko, Lawrence). For all six artists, the spiritual 
deeply affected what their art meant to them. Categories that reflect the spiritual focus of 
the artists include the following:  
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Table 11. Categories of Spiritual Ethical Artists 
 
Category Count % of Category % of Study 
Philosophical Writings and Beliefs: Spiritual 318 25%  
Ethics: Search for Truth and Soul 698 54%  
Moral Action in Imagery: Spiritual 395 29%  
Total Quotations 1284 100% 10% 
 
Due to the frequency and the breadth of findings of this concept in their writings, 
an important next step beyond this study would be to create additional subcategories of 
the spiritual based on further research.  
3. A. Solidarity: Consideration of the Viewer, Underserved, Nature 
The second most represented major categories and third finding in the study were 
solidarity (18%) and moral action individual and imagery (18%) of all responses. The 
references to solidarity varied depending on the perspective of the artist and how they 
made meaning of their work. Lawrence and Kollwitz referenced the underserved, 
advocated for certain beliefs through their art, and employed other modes of 
communication (protest, brochures) to help their causes. Rothko and Kandinsky’s 
solidarity was indicated in their dedication to the viewer and their desire to effect a 
specific type of experience for viewers of their work. Rothko and Kandinsky are the most 
similar in this respect in that they both worked abstractly and had deep insight to how 
their philosophical beliefs and desire for harmony (Kandinsky) and transcendence 
(Rothko) could be exemplified in their choices of color, brushwork, and lack of 
identifiable visual reference.  
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3.B. Moral Action: Individual and Imagery 
This category of the ethical exemplar has to do with if and how the artist uses his 
or her art in order to perform a moral action (18%). It is one of the claims of this study 
that, though it is neither verbal nor written, visual art can also be a form of moral action. 
Kollwitz’s prints she produced from 1902 – 1908 for the peasant war and Lawrence’s 
Migration Series are two of the most obvious representative art works for this category in 
this study. However, all of the artists spoke in moral terms about their work. In her 
letters, Varo described the figures in her fantastical works as puppets who have invisible 
(to them) strings that are attached to complex machines that are actually performing the 
action. Kandinsky (1912) wrote of the individual who “steeps himself in the spiritual 
possibilities of his art [as] a valuable helper of the spiritual pyramid which will someday 
reach to heaven” (pg. 20). And Rothko and Gotlieb’s (1947) remark that “there is no such 
thing as a painting about nothing” (pg. 3) captures all these artists’ points-of-view. 
Some of the artists (Kollwitz, Lawrence) wrote of their individual moral action 
including participation in certain protests. However, one of the most poignant findings in 
this area of individual moral action was how frequently Van Gogh wrote of the suffering 
and sacrifice he undertook for the sake of his art. Unlike the other five artists, he 
experienced physical manifestations of sacrifice, including hunger, cold, and periodic 
homelessness. However, his sense of duty to his work fortified his resolve to remain on 
his artistic path. Kandinsky also used the language of duty and submission when 
discussing his personal relationship with his art.  
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4. Ethics: Particular to the Universal; And Solidarity: Attention to the 
Universal 
 
One of the most significant characteristics of the traditional moral exemplar is his 
or her ability to take a particular idea and make it universally relevant to the audience 
(Swearer, 2003). Martin Luther King Jr. was particularly adept at this universalizing 
maneuver. Consider the many historic events that occurred during the struggle for civil 
rights: e.g. the Rosa Parks bus demonstration, the protests in Selma, AL, and the 
Greensboro, NC lunch counter sit-ins. King was about to unify these separate events in 
public consciousness by attaching them to a universal ideal (e.g. non-violence) in order to 
effect change in the world. This means that the moral exemplar (e.g. King) is able to take 
certain events and communicate them to a wide audience in order to make meaning 
through the universal of a larger principle (e.g. non-violence, anti-racism). Making one’s 
particular concept or vision universal is very difficult, and it takes a great deal internal 
and external individual ethical factors in order to effect this level of understanding among 
the public and create a movement for change. 
The ability to move from the particular to the universal is also a significant 
characteristic of a highly creative and successful (in the terms of audience reaction) artist. 
This means that the artist must be able to take aspects of his or her individual life and 
vision and create works that have universal meaning. For example, a self-portrait by 
Rembrandt is not meaningful only to his family or acquaintances who knew him. Instead, 
he was consistently able to use this form of art to create a universal message of humanity, 
which has resonated with generations of viewers since his death over a century ago. One 
does not just admire a Rembrandt portrait for its technique; one inhabits it and often feels 
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as though one is in a relationship with the subject. This characteristic is very elusive. 
Artists who create works that have personal meaning to them often produce mere art 
therapy or a meaning singular to the artist, even when he or she wants to convey a 
universal message. (The old adage “there is a lot of bad art made for good reasons” is an 
indictment of the many artists who fail to create a universal experience for the viewer). 
The artist who can knowingly transcend the personal to the universal is one who can 
express a personal vision to a wide audience by tapping into some aspect of the universal 
in humanity, nature, or elsewhere. This phenomenon is also in the realm of the 
metaphysical. The artists in this study frequently discussed the universal and were aware 
of the desire to create this universal experience for their viewers. In particular, 
Kandinsky, Lawrence, Van Gogh, and Rothko wrote directly of their intentionality 
toward this phenomenon in their work. Kandinsky and Lawrence went even further in 
this area to create teachings based on their desire for other artists to pursue this important 
facet of their work.  
In this study 883 quotations by artists were related to these two categories, 
comprising 7% of all responses.  
5. Reflection of Creative Process and Philosophical Writings and Beliefs: 
Meaning of Art 
All six artists wrote extensively about the meaning of their art. This was 
demonstrated in the philosophical writings and beliefs category (386) and in the 
reflection of creative process (590) for a total response rate of 941 or 7% of total 
responses. This category of meaning in both categories is a large finding that bears more 
research and analysis that is beyond the scope of this study. It is assumed that meaning 
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will generate many more subsets of possible findings. Further research to better define 
this term in relation to art as well as a deeper analysis are needed to more closely 
examine both of these categories. 
6. Influences: Other Artists and Written Works 
Influences is one of the lower scoring categories in this study (11% of all 
responses). Within the category of influences, the three categories of greatest importance 
are the following: other visual artists’ influence on the artists (314 or responses, 22% of 
the category); socio-political (192 responses, 13%); and written works in the form of 
literary, theological, philosophical, scientific, and other writings (363 responses, 25%). 
These three categories of influences comprise a total of 869 responses (60% of category) 
and 7% of the responses in the total study.  
It should be no surprise that artists are influenced by other artists, but it is 
significant that it is proven in this study.  
One of the most significant categories for traditional moral exemplars is the 
written works that the individual names as influential to them and their work. To this end, 
it bears consideration that all six of these artists were voracious readers, delving deeply 
into many difficult subjects throughout their lives. All of these artists began reading 
challenging works before age 10 and were exposed to forms of scientific literature 
(Varo), poetry (Varo, Rothko, Van Gogh, Kandinsky), and other literary arts. In a 
surprising and fascinating finding, all of the artists had been influenced by and greatly 
enjoyed music, and some even incorporated music into aspects of their work (Rothko, 
Varo, Kandinsky). At young ages these artists were also brought to the theater 
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(Kandinsky, Kollwitz, Rothko), encouraged to read poetry and philosophy (Varo, 
Kollwitz), and exposed to visual art (Lawrence, Kollwitz, Van Gogh). Jacob Lawrence is 
notable in that although he had the least success in the form of grades for his formal 
education, he spent countless hours in the Schomberg Library in New York researching 
Africa, migration, and other related themes. 
7. Reflections on Creative Process: Media, Method, and Technique 
Perhaps the least surprising finding in this study is the number of quotations from 
the artists that are related to the mechanics of creating their work (554 quotations, 39% of 
total category, 4% of total study). All the artists wrote extensively about technique; 
method (working from life, abstractly, from dreams or poetry); and the wide variety of 
media they employed (sculpture, drawing, painting, printmaking, collage). In several 
compelling passages, a grief-stricken Kollwitz, who spent over ten years creating The 
Parents, a monumental sculpture in memorial for her son Peter who had died in the war, 
wrote of her continued doubts that she would finish the work. She was unsure whether 
she had the ability to edit for simplicity, to create the drapery necessary for the pose, and 
to depict the sorrow in the faces of both subjects. Several artists wrote of the need to edit, 
focus, and keep the work to its essence, without getting distracted by confusing 
references or ideals. Other than Kollwitz, the artists did not express many doubts about 
their technical abilities to achieve their goals, which demonstrates the level of confidence 
they had in their abilities. In fact, Van Gogh wrote frequently and excitedly to Theo about 
improvements to his drawings of peasants and about his progress in creating certain 
colors to evoke the natural worlds he was experiencing. 
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8. Solidarity: Community of Artists 
Several artists spoke of how important community was in their lives, but it was 
not as frequently documented as the other topics. Jacob Lawrence was educated by 
writers, visual artists, and musicians prominent in the Harlem Renaissance movement and 
lived among creative individuals his entire life. His spouse, Gwendolyn Knight, was also 
a well-known visual artist. Remedios Varo sought to live among artists, and her first 
romantic relationships were with visual artist Gerardo Lizarraga and writer Benjamin 
Perét. She was drawn to the Surrealist circle in the early phase of her career, finding 
kindred souls who depicted dreams, practiced automatic writing, and engaged with other 
surrealist themes. When she moved to Mexico City, she found refuge living among other 
exiled European artists. One of the oft-mentioned topics of Van Gogh’s letters to Theo 
was his desire to build a utopian community of artists who could live and work together. 
He made this effort, most notably with painter Paul Gauguin, although it was short-lived. 
Kandinsky was very active with groups of artists throughout his entire life, and Rothko 
frequently spent time and sometimes collaborated with other artists. Kollwitz wrote the 
least about this aspect of her life as an artist. 
Categories of Ethical Exemplar Findings that were Less Present in the Study 
1. Religiosity: Traditional Religious Practice 
Unlike the studies of traditional moral exemplars (Colby & Damon, 1992; 
Swearer, 2003), this study discovered very little habitual traditional religiosity in the lives 
and habits of practice of these six artists. All the artists were raised in a conventional faith 
tradition; however, only Kollwitz and Kandinsky appear to have participated in any 
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regular type of religious practice throughout their lifetimes. The other four either 
outwardly rejected their religious upbringings (Rothko, Varo), or referenced it somewhat 
vaguely in the language of scripture, prayer, or other habits of religious practice (Van 
Gogh, Lawrence). Only Van Gogh occasionally referred to scripture in his writings. 
Though the twenty-first century demonstrates a secular trend, in the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries, regular religious practice was more common and readily accepted. 
Thus, it is unusual that these artists born in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth 
centuries tended toward the secular. This touches upon a debate with a rich theological, 
philosophical history which asks the following: Does one have to be religious to be moral 
and have good values? The results of this study would indicate that no, one does not, not 
in the traditional sense. 
2. Philosophical Writings and Beliefs: Meaning, Writings 
Another category important to the traditional moral exemplar, but less represented 
among the artists in this study, is philosophical writings and beliefs (7%). The lack of 
actual philosophical writings would be expected with artists who are primarily visual in 
their mode of communication. However, Kandinsky and Rothko are exceptional in that 
they each wrote extensively on their philosophical beliefs and how the work was 
conceived accordingly. Kandinsky wrote and published the most by far, with his Bleu 
Reiter newsletter, Spiritual in Art, Point and Line to Plane, which is still in publication 
today. His Complete Writings by Kandinsky is over 800 pages. Mark Rothko also wrote 
extensively about art and philosophy, referring explicitly to classical philosophers such as 
Plato and Aristotle, Enlightenment philosophers such as Kant, and modern philosophers 
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such as Nietzsche. He also recorded his thoughts on space, the infinite, and 
transcendence. Remedios Varo read widely about philosophy, recorded her dreams and 
wrote poems, a play, and letters to fictitious persons. The present study is limited by the 
dearth of English translations of her writings, particularly the ones that treat philosophical 
themes. This relative paucity of research materials may have influenced the outcome for 
the category of philosophical writings and beliefs. 
3. Other: Work Ethic, Upbringing, Family, Art Market, External 
Recognition, Motivation 
 
The other areas that were far less documented include work ethic, upbringing, and 
influence of family on art. In addition, one of the most surprising findings was how little 
the artists spoke of the art market, exhibition of their work, or other external motivators. 
As creativity researchers have noted, intrinsic motivation is one of the most important 
factors in creating original work (Amabile, 1996). All six artists in the present study were 
much more intrinsically than extrinsically motivated, as their focus was clearly on the 
work and not the reaction to the work.  
What follows are 7 tables representing the cross-case analysis of each of the 
major categories broken down into the categories that comprise them from the conceptual 
framework (ethics, religiosity, philosophical writings and beliefs, reflection about 
creative process, solidarity, moral action imagery and individual). 
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TABLES: INDIVIDUAL CATEGORIES IN CROSS CASE FORMAT 
 
1. The GOOD: THE MORAL EXEMPLAR 
 
a. Religiosity 
 
Table 12: The Good, Moral Exemplar: Religiosity 
 
RELIGIOSITY: ALL #KKOLLWITZ #JLAWRENCE #MROTHKO #WKANDINSKY #VVANGOGH      #RVARO COUNT PERCENT 
Religiosity: Closeness to 
Religious or Spiritual 
Teacher/Mentor 
9 4% 0 0% 2 1% 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 11 1% 
Religiosity: Death/Afterlife 42 20% 0 0% 2 1% 0 0% 9 6% 6 2% 59 5% 
Religiosity: Disillusionment 19 9% 0 0% 1 0% 19 7% 26 19% 10 3% 75 6% 
Religiosity: Early Sense of 
Calling  5 2% 0 0% 1 0% 4 2% 6 4% 3 1% 19 2% 
Religiosity: Formal Religious 
Upbringing 12 6% 5 7% 0 0% 2 1% 2 1% 5 2% 26 2% 
Religiosity: Humanist 28 13% 47 69% 66 25% 15 6% 26 19% 86 29% 268 21% 
Religiosity: Practicing Member 
of Faith Religon 11 5% 3 4% 0 0% 1 0% 5 4% 0 0% 20 2% 
Religiosity: Pursuit of 
Metaphysical/Philosophical 
Truth 
56 26% 11 16% 175 66% 195 74% 32 23% 161 54% 630 50% 
Religiosity: Recognition of 
other Faiths 5 2% 0 0% 0 0% 3 1% 0 0% 1 0% 9 1% 
Religiosity: Reference to 
Scripture/Sacred Religious 
Texts 
17 8% 2 3% 18 7% 21 8% 17 12% 26 9% 101 8% 
Religiosity: Regular Meditation, 
Reflection 7 3% 0 0% 1 0% 0 0% 6 4% 0 0% 14 1% 
Religiosity: Religious Practice 3 1% 0 0% 0 0% 4 2% 10 7% 2 1% 19 2% 
               
TOTAL FOR EACH ARTIST 214 100% 68 100% 266 100% 264 100% 139 100% 300 100% 1251 100% 
 TOTAL % of Study             
TOTAL RESPONSES 
ALL ARTISTS  1251 9%             
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b. Philosophical Writings and Beliefs 
 
Table 13: The Good, Moral Exemplar: Philosophical Writings and Beliefs 
 
PHILOSOPHICAL WRITINGS 
& BELIEFS: ALL #KKOLLWITZ #JLAWRENCE #MROTHKO #WKANDINSKY #VVANGOGH #RVARO COUNT 
PER-
CENT 
Philosophical Writings & Beliefs: 
Artists' Sacrifice for their Art 7 10% 3 9% 20 9% 18 5% 12 12% 3 2% 63 6% 
Philosophical Writings & Beliefs: 
Meaning of Art 15 21% 8 24% 133 58% 131 33% 33 34% 66 41% 386 39% 
Philosophical Writings & Beliefs: 
Moral Imposition on Art 7 10% 8 24% 57 25% 53 13% 17 17% 21 13% 163 17% 
Philosophical Writings & Beliefs: 
Spiritual 25 35% 6 18% 20 9% 176 45% 22 22% 69 43% 318 32% 
Philosophical Writings & Beliefs: 
Journals, Published Writings, 
Letters 
6 8% 3 9% 1 0% 3 1% 0 0% 1 1% 14 1% 
Philosophical Writings & Beliefs: 
Writings About Artist w/Ethical 
Focus 
11 15% 5 15% 0 0% 12 3% 14 14% 0 0% 42 4% 
               
TOTAL FOR EACH ARTIST 71 100% 33 100% 231 100% 393 100% 98 100% 160 100% 986 100% 
 TOTAL % of Study             
TOTAL RESPONSES ALL 
ARTISTS  986 7%             
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Table 14: The Good, Moral Exemplar: Ethics 
 
ETHICS: ALL #KKOLLWITZ #JLAWRENCE #MROTHKO #WKANDINSKY #VVANGOGH #RVARO COUNT PER-CENT 
Ethical Influences: Education with 
Ethical Focus 12 2% 13 4% 0 0% 0 0% 5 1% 0 1% 30 1% 
Ethics: Adherence to non-violence 
action and belief 48 10% 7 2% 0 0% 1 0% 0 0% 7 0% 63 2% 
Ethics: Attention to the 
Poor/Underserved/Forgotten 55 11% 48 14% 3 0% 1 0% 27 4% 7 4% 141 4% 
Ethics: Disillusionment 22 4% 2 1% 9 1% 26 3% 21 3% 4 3% 84 2% 
Ethics: Harmony/Unity 28 6% 7 2% 108 16% 208 27% 90 14% 100 14% 541 16% 
Ethics: Integrity to the work 97 19% 82 24% 250 38% 191 25% 175 26% 71 26% 866 26% 
Ethics: Particular to Universal for 
Other Artists 33 7% 26 8% 103 16% 108 14% 36 5% 110 5% 416 12% 
Ethics: Search for Truth & Soul 47 9% 32 9% 179 27% 209 27% 107 16% 124 16% 698 21% 
Ethics: Socio-Political 63 13% 83 24% 9 1% 6 1% 7 1% 13 1% 181 5% 
Ethics: Strong Work Ethic 60 12% 28 8% 0 0% 17 2% 103 15% 4 15% 212 6% 
Ethics: Sustained 
Dedication/Commitment to 
Spiritual Life and Moral Action 
37 7% 18 5% 0 0% 0 0% 94 14% 1 14% 150 4% 
               
TOTAL FOR EACH ARTIST 502 100% 346 100% 661 100% 767 100% 665 100% 441 100% 3382 100% 
               
 TOTAL % of Study             
TOTAL RESPONSES ALL 
ARTISTS ETHICS 3382 25%             
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c. Reflection about Creative Process: Ethical 
 
Table 15: The Good, Moral Exemplar: Reflection about Creative Process 
 
 
REFLECTION ABOUT 
CREATIVE PROCESS: ALL #KKOLLWITZ #JLAWRENCE #MROTHKO #WKANDINSKY #VVANGOGH #RVARO COUNT 
PER-
CENT 
Reflection about Creative Process: 
Aesthetic, the Beautiful 11 7% 4 4% 44 11% 1 0% 18 7% 33 111 8% 
Reflection about Creative Process: 
Aging Artist 17 11% 0 0% 1 0% 0 0% 3 1% 0 21 1% 
Reflection about Creative Process: 
Critical Opinion 0 0% 5 5% 10 2% 0 0% 16 6% 0 31 2% 
Reflection about Creative Process: 
Doubts 15 10% 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 4 2% 0 19 1% 
Reflection about Creative Process: 
Meaning 35 22% 39 36% 227 54% 115 46% 64 25% 110 590 42% 
Reflection about Creative Process: 
Media, Method, Technique 56 36% 36 34% 135 32% 134 54% 111 44% 82 554 39% 
Reflection about Creative Process: 
Work Ethic 23 15% 23 21% 1 0% 0 0% 37 15% 1 85 6% 
              
TOTAL FOR EACH ARTIST 157 100% 107 100% 418 100% 250 100% 253 100% 226 1411 100% 
 TOTAL % of Study            
TOTAL RESPONSES ALL 
ARTISTS  1411 11%            
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d. Influences: Ethical 
 
Table 16: The Good, Moral Exemplar: Influences 
 
INFLUENCES: ALL #KKOLLWITZ #JLAWRENCE #MROTHKO #WKANDINSKY #VVANGOGH #RVARO COUNT PER-CENT 
Influences: Community of Artists 4 1% 42 12% 2 1% 0 0% 1 1% 26 10% 75 5% 
Influences: Early Encouragement 
in Art 9 3% 22 6% 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 4 2% 35 2% 
Influences: Family on Art 72 25% 25 7% 0 0% 1 1% 10 7% 11 4% 119 8% 
Influences: Other Artists 29 10% 74 21% 106 42% 41 26% 48 35% 16 6% 314 22% 
Influences: Personal Experiences 50 17% 51 15% 0 0% 16 10% 48 35% 52 20% 217 15% 
Influences: Poetry, Music, Dance 8 3% 15 4% 6 2% 45 28% 3 2% 12 5% 89 6% 
Influences: Political, Socio-
Cultural, War, Poverty 63 22% 77 22% 10 4% 23 15% 10 7% 9 3% 192 13% 
Influences: Religious Figures 2 1% 3 1% 1 0% 0 0% 4 3% 11 4% 21 1% 
Influences: Spouse/Partner 15 5% 4 1% 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 2 1% 21 1% 
Infuences: Literary, Philosophical, 
Theological Influences 41 14% 32 9% 127 50% 32 20% 15 11% 116 45% 363 25% 
               
TOTAL FOR EACH ARTIST 293 100% 345 100% 252 100% 158 100% 139 100% 259 100% 1446 100% 
 TOTAL % of Study             
TOTAL RESPONSES ALL 
ARTISTS ETHICS 1446 11%             
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e. SOLIDARITY: Moral Action: Imagery and Individual 
 
Table 17: The Communal: Moral Action 
MORAL ACTION: ALL #KKOLLWITZ #JLAWRENCE #MROTHKO #WKANDINSKY #VVANGOGH #RVARO COUNT % 
Moral Action in Imagery: 
Attention to Marginalized Groups 40 10% 22 17% 0 0% 1 0% 13 3% 25 6% 101 4% 
Moral Action in Imagery: Creative 
Process to Serve the Work 40 10% 0 0% 70 20% 106 16% 67 15% 3 1% 286 12% 
Moral Action in Imagery: Ethical 
Theme 64 16% 36 27% 3 1% 12 2% 21 5% 45 11% 181 8% 
Moral Action in Imagery: 
FrustrationwithWork 27 7% 1 1% 0 0% 7 1% 19 4% 0 0% 54 2% 
Moral Action in Imagery: 
Inspiration 31 8% 14 11% 11 3% 41 6% 35 8% 59 14% 191 8% 
Moral Action in Imagery: Loss, 
Bereavement, Personal 29 7% 7 5% 2 1% 0 0% 10 2% 15 4% 63 3% 
Moral Action in Imagery: 
Meaning beyond beauty 27 7% 21 16% 95 27% 184 28% 57 13% 103 25% 487 20% 
Moral Action in Imagery: 
Spiritual; Religious 21 5% 9 7% 36 10% 196 30% 30 7% 103 25% 395 16% 
Moral Action: Artist as Moral or 
Spiritual Vehicle 26 6% 12 9% 116 33% 69 10% 74 17% 36 9% 333 14% 
Moral Action: Demonstrated 
Moral Action 17 4% 5 4% 4 1% 30 5% 7 2% 1 0% 64 3% 
Moral Action: Regular - Duty to 
Underserved 20 5% 0 0% 0 0% 1 0% 18 4% 6 1% 45 2% 
Moral Action: Suffering and 
Sacrifice 61 15% 6 5% 13 4% 15 2% 95 21% 23 5% 213 9% 
               
TOTAL FOR EACH ARTIST 403 100% 133 100% 350 100% 662 100% 446 100% 419 100% 2413 100% 
 TOTAL % of Study             
TOTAL RESPONSES ALL 
ARTISTS  2413 18%             
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f. SOLIDARITY: The Communal 
 
Table 18: The Communal: Solidarity 
SOLIDARITY: ALL #KKOLLWITZ #JLAWRENCE #MROTHKO #WKANDINSKY #VVANGOGH #RVARO COUNT % 
Solidarity: Addresses areas of 
societal ills and suffering 64 22% 49 18% 7 1% 2 0% 24 8% 48 13% 194 8% 
Solidarity: Addresses Art 
Market, Monetary, Historical 
Problems of Artist 
0 0% 8 3% 19 3% 1 0% 8 3% 0 0% 36 1% 
Solidarity: Advocates, Speaks out 
against atrocities 39 14% 38 14% 208 33% 54 10% 12 4% 1 0% 352 14% 
Solidarity: Belief in Engaging 
with Community 10 4% 38 14% 1 0% 0 0% 25 8% 28 7% 102 4% 
Solidarity: Concentration on the 
Worker, Ordinary 66 23% 13 5% 0 0% 1 0% 36 11% 7 2% 123 5% 
Solidarity: Consideration of the 
Viewer 13 5% 8 3% 20 3% 27 5% 26 8% 17 4% 111 5% 
Solidarity: Forms Community 
around Beliefs and Action 0 0% 1 0% 0 0% 3 1% 3 1% 23 6% 30 1% 
Solidarity: Nature 8 3% 8 3% 121 19% 67 12% 61 19% 122 32% 387 16% 
Solidarity: Role of the Artist 22 8% 36 13% 218 35% 95 17% 64 20% 17 4% 452 18% 
Solidarity: Sees Universal in All, 
particularly underserved, anti-
elitist 
63 22% 47 17% 28 4% 151 27% 58 18% 120 31% 467 19% 
Solidarity: Teaches Other Artists 0 0% 30 11% 3 0% 163 29% 3 1% 0 0% 199 8% 
               
TOTAL FOR EACH ARTIST 285 100% 276 100% 625 100% 564 100% 320 100% 383 100% 2453 100% 
 TOTAL % of Study             
TOTAL RESPONSES ALL 
ARTISTS  2453 18%             
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Case Example # 1: Käthe Kollwitz 
 
 
 
 
Kollwitz, Käthe. Self-Portrait, (1933) 
[Charcoal on brown laid Ingres paper 
overall: 47.7 x 63.5 cm (18 3/4 x 25”)] 
Rosenwald Collection, National Gallery of Art, Washington D.C. 
 
I am content that my art should have purposes outside 
itself. I would like to exert influence in these times when human beings are 
so perplexed and in need of help. Many people feel the obligation to help and 
exert influence, but my course is clear and unequivocal (Kollwitz, Käthe 1955, p. 104).   
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This case example will introduce and present the ethical factors in the life and 
work of Käthe Kollwitz in two parts. Part One features a summary of her life and work 
compiled from secondary sources, key works of art, and accomplishments; and Part Two 
presents the data and findings from the application of the MMARBS conceptual 
framework to her primary source material.  
Part One: Biography 
Upon initial examination Käthe Kollwitz appears to meet many qualities of the 
restored beautiful soul framework. She grew up in a progressive and intellectual family 
who encouraged her to pursue her individual talents but were also steeped in the socio-
political issues plaguing Germany during several periods of wartime. She was introduced 
to friends and, eventually, her husband Karl Kollwitz, all of whom shared the socialist 
ideals of working with the poor and advocating on behalf of those victimized by war. 
Kollwitz and her husband lived in the slums of Berlin during their entire married life, and 
experienced great suffering with the loss of son and grandson in both world wars. From 
an early period, she exhibited superior aptitude for drawing and chose subject matter 
reflective of her socialist principles. Kollwitz named Goethe among her favorite authors, 
with Wilhelm Meister’s Apprenticeship as a much beloved and frequently read work.   
Kollwitz was born in Königsberg, East Prussia. The fifth child of Katherina Rupp 
and Karl Schmidt, she was the product of a politically progressive family who 
encouraged their daughters to seek goals beyond the traditional ones of wife and mother.  
Her mother, Katherina Rupp, was also educated with a philosophically similar belief that 
was endorsed by Atherina’s father, Julius Rupp. Julius Rupp was the founder of the Free 
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Congregational Church, and a non-conformist minister.  Rupp, who studied evangelical 
theology and philosophy, was a pastor and a teacher of German history and religion. He 
was named honorary professor at the Faculty of Philosophy of the Albertus University, 
and he was active in the German Progressive Party. A prolific writer and journalist, he 
published a book on free Protestantism, The Symbol, Coercion and the Protestant 
Teaching and Freedom of Conscience, in 1843. Käthe sculpted a monument in his honor 
that used to stand at the Königsberg Cathedral. It has since been recreated and its 
inscription from Krupp himself reads as follows: Wer nach der Wahrheit, die er bekennt, 
nicht lebt, ist der gefärlichste Feind der Wahrheit selbst. (“Who does not live after the 
truth, which it admits, is the most dangerous enemy of the truth.”) the truth (Julius Rupp, 
n.d.).  
 
Julius Rupp 
n.d. [Photograph] 
 
Kollwitz’s father, Karl Schmidt, was a lawyer, radical socialist and an activist in 
the Social Democratic Workers’ Party (SDAP). The SDAP was influenced by the 
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political theories of Karl Marx and was one of the earliest organizations of Germany’s 
unions. Its main mission was the advocacy of the worker. A follower of Karl Marx, 
Schmidt refused to practice law under the repressive regime of Otto von Bismarck (1815-
1898) and instead became a master mason and builder. Bismarck’s dominating rule as 
Germany’s first chancellor aimed to maintain German unification through a series of 
wars, and later diplomacy, that grew Germany into a powerful empire.  Known at home 
as the “Iron Chancellor,” he was responsible for keeping Europe at peace during the late 
1800s. However, there was a great cost. He created the first welfare state in the modern 
world, allied and then broke with the Liberal Party and Catholic Church, imposed heavy 
tariffs, and opposed the Socialists. He was glorified by the National Socialist Party as a 
statesman who unified Germany and built its governing system and powerful army. 
Kollwitz’s parents refused to send their children to the authoritarian Prussian 
schools and, instead, had them educated privately. Käthe and her younger sister, Lisa, 
also a talented young artist, began studying art at age fourteen, training with engraver 
Rudolf Maurer. In 1941 Kollwitz reflected on the differences between herself and her 
sister: “I was keenly ambitious and Lisa was not. I wanted to [become an artist] and Lisa 
did not” (Kollwitz, 1955, p. 24). Although equally gifted, Lisa lacked the total 
concentration necessary to develop great art. Käthe applied to the Konigsberg Academy 
of Art, but was denied entry due to her gender. She studied in Berlin with Karl Stauffer 
Bern for a year and enrolled at the Munich School for Female Artists for two years.  In 
1904, she studied sculpture at the Académie Julian where she met Steinlen and Auguste 
Rodin.  She married Karl Kollwitz, a physician, in 1891 and the couple settled in one of 
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the poorest sections of Berlin in order for her husband to attend to his practice of treating 
the poor and marginalized of Berlin. They lived in the same area of Berlin for almost fifty 
years.  
Her imagery developed early in life. She and Lisa roamed the Konigsberg streets 
and specifically studied the Russian and Lithuanian workers on the waterfront. Käthe 
spoke of the dignity and beauty in their movements, and her work dealt with the plight of 
the low-paid workers who labored intensively. Most art historians categorize Kollwitz as 
a social realist painter on a mission to protest war. However, she presents her primary 
motive in her 1941 diary entry as follows: 
…my real motive for choosing my subjects almost exclusively from the life of the 
workers was that only such subjects gave me in a simple and unqualified way 
what I felt to be beautiful. For me the Konigsberg longshoremen had beauty; the 
Polish Jimkes on their grainships had beauty; the broad freedom of movement in 
the gestures of the common people had beauty. Middle-class people held no 
appeal for me at all. Bourgeois life as a whole seemed to me pedantic. The 
proletariat, on the other hand, had a grandness of manner, a breadth to their 
lives. Much later on when I became acquainted with the difficulties and tragedies 
underlying proletarian life, when I met the women who came to my husband for 
help, and so, incidentally, came to me, I was gripped by the full face of the 
proletarian’s fate…And portraying them again and again opened a safety valve 
for me; it made life bearable (Kollwitz, Käthe in Kollwitz, Hans, 1955, p. 43).  
 
The perception of the creation of art saving the artist is sometimes mentioned 
when reading the documents. Art being a refuge (Varo, Van Gogh), a form of duty 
(Kandinsky), one’s responsibility (Rothko) and even in place of religion (Lawrence). As 
Kollwitz writes creating work with which she felt a connection to the subject was, in 
itself, a form of healing.  
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Kollwitz, Käthe, Unemployed, (1925)  
[Woodcut, 23 x 18 3/8 "] 
Kemper Museum, Kansas City, MO 
 
Kollwitz was not the only well-read and politically active member of her family. 
Her older brother, Konrad, was also a member of the Social Democratic Workers’ Party. 
Through him she read Tolstoy, Dostoevsky, Marx, Ibsen, Zola, and Goethe. It was also 
through her brother that she met her husband, Karl, a socio-political activist and 
physician devoted to caring for the poor. She became exposed to works of art with an 
activist theme when studying in Berlin. She was influenced by the works of Goya 
(Disasters of War), a series to which her own series, (Peasants of War, 1902 – 1908) has 
often been compared), as well as Hogarth, and Rembrandt.  
Kollwitz redefined the stereotypical imagery of the female form with realistic, yet 
emotional, depictions of poverty that often prevents women from nourishing their 
children or enjoying motherhood.  She was able to create a profession of her work and 
raise a family. However, balancing the two was difficult: “I have not been near my work 
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for weeks; it is the old story: as soon as one of the children is sick, work stops” (cited in 
Krull, 1986, p. 33). And it is no coincidence that she became one of the most prolific and 
respected interpreters of poor women and their children. She often used the working-class 
patients of her husband as models, sketching while in his waiting room.  A socialist, 
feminist, and pacifist, Kollwitz’s later work is dominated by themes of war, hatred, 
poverty, love, grief, and death. 
 
Käthe Kollwitz. Outbreak, (1903) 
[Etching, 498 x 575mm] 
The British Museum 
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Kollwitz was the first woman elected to the Prussian Academy of the Arts in 
1919, and the first female to head an art department.  Even at the height of her success, 
however, she rarely earned more than $500 annually. Her first success came with a series 
of engravings and lithographs entitled Weberaufstand (The Weavers Uprising), based on 
Gerhardt Hauptmann's play of the same name.  Kollwitz had very strong socio-political 
views that came out in her work through her repeated imagery of oppressed mothers and 
children, and protests of war and other forms of violence. The political reality of 
Weberaufstand was so overwhelming that the Kaiser refused to award Kollwitz the gold 
medal she had won for the series. Subsequently, from 1903 – 1908, she chronicled the 
16th-century Great German Peasants’ War with compositions that depicted revolution of 
the lower classes, in particular, women revolutionary leaders. Outbreak and Black Anna 
are two well-known works from this series. She quickly fell out of favor with the German 
elite. She also worked in sculpture and produced several memorial public commissions.  
This led to one of her most powerful, well known sculptures and a work that took over 
fifteen years to create. In 1932, her statue entitled Die Eltern (The Parents) was placed in 
the Belgian Soldiers’ Cemetery of Roggeveld in Diksmuide.  The models for the mother 
and father were Kollwitz herself and husband, Karl, in mourning.  
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Kollwitz, Käthe. Die Mutter und Der Vater,  
a memorial to Kollwitz's son Peter (1932). 
[Granite Sculpture], Vladslo German war cemetery, Belgium. 
 
The challenges of being a woman artist during her time period created additional 
obstacles for Kollwitz. When she exhibited with the dissident and socialist Secessionists 
in 1893, she was the only female member of the group and therefore made to represent 
the “woman artist,” a label she disliked. She then moved to the more radical New 
Secessionists, among whose members were Wassily Kandinsky, Gabriele Münter, 
Marianne von Werefkin, and Alexej von Jawlensky. Kollwitz's conviction that art must 
serve a social function separated her both from the early 20th-century Modernist art 
notion of individual artistic freedom and from the Enlightenment’s emphasis on the 
   
 
 
125 
individual rather than one’s responsibility to the larger community.  She was persecuted 
by the Fascists, was expelled from the academy, and lost her studio. Though she was 
prohibited from exhibiting her art, she continued to work during both World Wars.  
 
 
Kollwitz, Käthe.  Self Portrait, hand at forehead, ca. 1910,  
published 1918 
Etching and drypoint 
15.2 x 13.7 cm (6 x 5 3/8 inches) (plate) 
Anonymous gift 2005.142.38 
RISD Museum 
 
One of her most significant contributions to the history of art may also be the 
ninety-one self-portraits she began in her teens and continued to produce until her death 
at age ninety-one.  Not since Rembrandt has an artist bared her soul so boldly in a self-
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portrait.  She worked her self-portraiture in a variety of media including, charcoal, 
etching, lithograph, woodcut, and sculpture. These portraits show not only the 
development of her skill as an artist, but also her psychological and emotional 
development as a woman, artist, wife, and mother. Kollwitz also used engraving and 
lithography printing techniques to depict the social conditions of the working poor, 
especially working women.  One of her most powerful pieces, Raped, expresses a very 
unusual theme in Western Art, that of the violation of the female from a woman's point-
of-view.  The diagonal form of the woman is extremely foreshortened, legs splayed open, 
and she is lying in a bed of trampled flowers.  
 
Kollwitz, Käthe, Vergewaltigt, Raped, (1907) 
[Etching and soft-ground etching with drypoint 
12 1/16 × 20 13/16 in. (30.6 × 52.8 cm)] 
Metropolitan Museum of Art 
 
Her work is noted for both its power and its simplicity. Essential lines, planes, and 
figures command the viewer’s eye, with less attention to detail, background, or 
environment to distract from her powerful message. After the war, she created a series of 
drawings, etchings, and sculptures entitled Mothers, which depicts the sorrow of the 
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women and what they had lost in the war. She produced a wide range of etchings, 
lithographs, and woodcuts, and 1917 she was given a fiftieth birthday retrospective at the 
Cassirer Gallery.   
 
 
Kollwitz, Käthe, Frau mit totem Kind (Woman with dead child), (1903) 
[Soft ground etching, 415 x 480mm], British Museum 
 
The final decade of her life was difficult.  She exhibited regularly at the Freie 
Kunstausstellung, until Hitler banned public exhibition of her artwork due to its pacifist 
themes. Aside from this ban, because of the immense popularity of her work, she was 
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never directly persecuted or considered part of the Degenerate artists. However, facing 
Nazi pressure, she resigned from the Prussian Academy in 1933, and eventually, due to 
his political views, her husband was forbidden to practice medicine.  The artist’s last 
lithograph borrows its title from a line in Goethe’s novel Wilhelm Meister: Seeds for the 
Planting Shall Not Be Ground Up.   
 
 
Kollwitz, Käthe, Seeds for the planting must not be ground up, (1942) 
[Lithograph] University of Pennsylvania Library Collection  
 
 
 
After the outbreak of WWII, she continued to work in her studio until she was 
evacuated to Moritzburg, near Dresden. Throughout the latter half of her career, Kollwitz 
worked in relative isolation from most of what was going on in the early-20th-century art 
world. This was the case for most women artists. Paula Modersohn-Becker and Kollwitz 
are considered precursors of the German Expressionist movement; however, they were 
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rarely recorded as part of its history. Her husband, Karl, died in 1940, her grandson in 
1942, and only four days before the end of the war, Kollwitz herself died in 1945. 
Accomplishments: Applicability of Highly Creative Artist Criteria 
Käthe Kollwitz easily meets the study’s criteria for being considered highly 
creative in the field of art history. She was renowned for working in a variety of media. A 
graphic artist, painter, sculptor, and accomplished draughtswoman, she was one of the 
most famous German artists during her time, and her work has maintained consistent 
worldwide appreciation since her death.  She has a museum named in her honor in Berlin, 
has several catalogue raisonnés of her various media, countless retrospectives, solo 
exhibitions as well as publications about her work.  
On the surface, there appear to be many artists appropriate for this inquiry into the 
ethical influences of the highly creative artist. However, Kollwitz is particularly 
intriguing due to her inclusion in a book of women saints. In Blessed Among All Women, 
Women Saints, Prophets and Witnesses for our Time (2005), Robert Ellsberg identifies a 
group of religious, secular, and mystical women from middle ages to the present. 
Ellsberg’s goal is to make up for the critically noted lack of women in his 1997 book of 
three hundred sixty-five venerated individuals, All Saints: Daily Reflections on Saints, 
Prophets and Witnesses for Our Time.  
There are many books chronicling the lives of saints and virtuous individuals. 
However, Ellsberg’s perspective is unique due to the Jewish and Christian Scientist 
religious thought that influenced his thinking regarding these individuals, in addition to 
political and activist influences that were central to his development. His father, Daniel 
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Ellsberg, became well known in 1971 as the whistleblower who published the Pentagon 
Papers chronicling the decision-making leading up to the Vietnam War. Robert Ellsberg 
dropped out of Harvard College and became the managing editor of the publications for 
the Catholic Worker Movement founded by Dorothy Day and Peter Maurin. His 
experience at the Catholic Worker led him to meet and work for five years with Dorothy 
Day during the last period of her life. Day is a twentieth century exemplar frequently 
cited in studies of moral leadership (Coles, 1993, 2000; Schwehn and Bass, 2006).  He 
eventually finished his bachelor’s degree, attained his master’s degree from Harvard 
Divinity School and converted to Catholicism.  
In his study of saintly women, rather than take a traditional list of all saints and 
eliminate the men, Ellsberg casts a much wider net. He asserts that the traditional 
construct of a saintly individual is not a useful one for emulation, nor is it even accurate 
based on human nature: 
The truth is that perfect people — if any exist — have little to teach us. But from 
the real saints we have much to learn. We learn that what we call holiness was a 
quality expressed in the way they lived; in the choices they made; in their 
struggles to be faithful, even in the face of doubts and disappointments; in their 
everyday victories over pride and selfishness; in their daily efforts to be more 
truthful, loving, and brave (Ellsberg, 1997, p. 3). 
 
As reviewer Greg Ruehlmann writes, “Blessed Among All Women manages to be 
both decidedly catholic and Catholic” (Ruehlmann, 2006, p. 1).  Which means that 
Ellsberg’s manages to articulate a spiritual perspective rooted within the traditions of the 
Catholic church and, at the same time, capture universal spiritual perspectives. In 
Ellsberg’s book about over 150 women throughout the centuries, many are saints, 
visionaries, founders of religious orders. These women also come from many faith 
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traditions or none, and countries including Europe, the U.S.A., Asia, Central America, 
and South America. Ellsberg sorts these women into separate chapters, with each chapter 
headed by one of the eight Beatitudes. The reason for this is that the blessings are not 
bestowed upon abstract qualities, but upon the people who embody them (Ellsberg, 
1997).  The well-known saints include Mary, mother of Jesus; St. Teresa of Avila; and St. 
Bernadette Soubirous, visionary of Lourdes. Also included are Elizabeth Fry, Quaker 
reformer; Marua O’Halloran, Christian Zen monk; Simone Weil, philosopher and mystic; 
Sojourner Truth, abolitionist and preacher; Anne Frank, witness of the Holocaust; Mother 
Teresa of Calcutta, founder of the Missionaries of Charity; Pandita Ramabai, Indian 
Christian and reformer; poet Emily Dickinson; and novelist Flannery O’Connor.  
There are only three visual artists named in Ellsberg’s book. The chapter “Blessed 
are the Pure of Heart” includes St. Hildegard of Bingen, medieval abbess, mystic, 
composer, and visual artist.  “Blessed are the Poor in Spirit” includes Catholic Worker 
artist and volunteer illustrator Ade Bethune.  “Blessed are the Peacemakers” includes the 
German twentieth-century artist Käthe Kollwitz. This last chapter also includes Dorothy 
Day, co-founder of the Catholic Worker; Jane Addams, social reformer and Nobel 
Laureate; and St. Catherine of Siena, Doctor of the Church.  
Of interest to this dissertation is the question as to why, with all the women and 
artists throughout the centuries, this non-Catholic, “socialist” artist Käthe Kollwitz is 
such an oft-cited example of a religious or secular saintly construct? The influence of the 
beautiful soul on her life may help answer this question.  
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Part Two: Findings from Kollwitz Primary and Secondary Source Documents 
 
This section presents the findings from the coding and analysis of how Käthe 
Kollwitz meets the conceptual framework of the Artist as Restored Beautiful Soul 
(MMARBS)  
It can be difficult to write substantively about visual artists and their development 
because their work is by definition visual, not verbal. Due to the nature of the written 
word, there are more examinations of the ethical development and creative lives of 
writers and other professions rather than visual artists. Fortunately, some visual artists 
were prolific in writing down their processes in journals, letters, and other documents. 
Kollwitz was not such an artist. However, her attentive and loving son, Hans Kollwitz, 
refused to accept his mother’s reluctance to write about the personal triumphs and 
tribulations that shaped her life and work:  
I was all the more anxious to have such an account from my own mother, whose 
evolution as an artist was familiar to so many people, while almost nothing was 
known about her personal development. For she seldom spoke about her life, even 
to her children. (Kollwitz, Hans, 1955, p. 1).  
 
Käthe Kollwitz’s reaction to her son’s urging provides insight into her modest and 
reserved nature and her perception of herself as a writer and person of public interest: 
“She said her private life with its wholly personal events and all its follies was of no 
interest to anyone. Moreover, she maintained, she did not write well enough to be able to 
present it in sufficiently objective fashion” (p. 1). However, she eventually relented, and 
on Hans’s twenty-second birthday he found a leather-bound sketchpad containing a 
handwritten autobiography from childhood to the time she went to live in Munich. 
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The first table (Table 19) is the breakout of the particular sources encompassing 
the Kollwitz primary and secondary source documents. The next table (Table 20) directly 
correlates to the categories from the conceptual framework and identifies which ones are 
most applicable to Kollwitz.   
This will be followed by seven tables (Tables 21 - 28) which correlate to each 
major category from Table 17 and breaks them out into categories. This breakout offers a 
deeper analysis of the frequency of the number and percentage of the Kollwitz quotations 
in relation to the framework.  These categories follow the framework presenting The 
Good and The Communal. 
 
Table 19. Kollwitz Documents and Quotations 
 
Kollwitz Source Document Number of Quotations Document Type 
The Diaries and Letters of Käthe 
Kollwitz 
176 Primary 
Prelinger Book 44 Primary/Secondary 
Masi Kollwitz Paper 44 Primary/Secondary 
External Source (other) 35 Secondary 
TOTAL Kollwitz Quotations 299  
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Table 20. Total Kollwitz Quotations Breakout of MMARBS Framework  
 
Käthe Kollwitz Count Percentage 
   
THE GOOD: MORAL EXEMPLAR   
Religiosity 214 11% 
THE GOOD: MORAL EXEMPLAR   
Philosophical or Religious Writings 71 4% 
THE GOOD: MORAL EXEMPLAR   
Ethics 502 26% 
THE GOOD: MORAL EXEMPLAR   
Reflections about Creative Process 157 8% 
THE GOOD: MORAL EXEMPLAR   
Influences 293 15% 
   
   
THE COMMUNAL   
Demonstrated Moral Action: Individual 119 6% 
Demonstrated Moral Action: Imagery 279 14% 
Solidarity 285 15% 
   
OTHER   
Upbringing 13 1% 
External Recognition 15 1% 
   
TOTAL QUOTATIONS BREAKDOWN 
INTO MBBS FRAMEWORK 
CATEGORIES 
1948 100% 
 
Figure 16: Kollwitz Top Five Supercategories 
 
The Good: Ethics 
26% 
The Communal: 
Solidarity 15%
The Communal: 
Demonstrated 
Moral Action 
Imagery 14%
The Good: 
Influences 15%
The Good: 
Religiosity 11%
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Ethics: Summary 
Kollwitz has the highest number of quotations that relate to the ethics category. She 
wrote frequently about her observations and desire to serve those that need it most. She 
wrote about the underserved individuals in many forms. This aspect of her work is the 
one more frequently written about in her journals and letters. The next three categories 
which are most frequently represented are influences, solidarity, and demonstrated moral 
action as shown in her works of art. She writes more than most of the other artists in this 
study naming favorite authors, poets, historians, other artists, and musicians.  
Kollwitz is one of the six artists that has the highest number of quotations related to 
religiosity in the more traditional form of organized or faith traditions. She does not write 
as frequently about her creative process and does not publish or write her own works. 
Interestingly, Kollwitz taught for many years, however, this is not mentioned anywhere 
in her writings and rarely in secondary sources about her this aspect of her practice. 
Therefore, this category of solidarity would be higher should that element be further 
explored.  
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1. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Religiosity 
 
 
On All Souls’ Day Karl and I went together to the Reichstag memorial 
meeting for the dead of the World War. At such moments, when I know I am 
working with an international society opposed to war, I am filled with a 
warm sense of contentment (Kollwitz, Käthe, 1955, p. 54). 
 
 
Table 21. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Religiosity 
 
RELIGIOSITY: Kollwitz   
Religiosity: Closeness to Religious or Spiritual Teacher/Mentor 9 4% 
Religiosity: Death/Afterlife 42 20% 
Religiosity: Disillusionment 19 9% 
Religiosity: Early Sense of Calling or doing God's work 5 2% 
Religiosity: Formal Religious Upbringing 12 6% 
Religiosity: Humanist 28 13% 
Religiosity: Practicing Member of Religion 11 5% 
Religiosity: Pursuit of Metaphysical/Philosophical Truth 56 26% 
Religiosity: Recognition of other Faiths 5 2% 
Religiosity: Reference to Scripture/Sacred Religious Texts 17 8% 
Religiosity: Regular Meditation, Reflection 7 3% 
Religiosity: Religious Practice 3 1% 
   
 214 100% 
 
Religiosity: Summary 
 
Kollwitz was raised in an intellectual and highly moral family. She writes of 
enjoying complex texts and being able to read from her family’s personal library. She and 
her siblings acted out poems and plays from the time period. This contributed to her love 
of other art forms throughout her life.  
Her grandfather was integral to her initial religious education in the Free 
Congregation movement. After she leaves home, marries and starts a family, there are 
several mentions of types of religious practice, service attendance or habits visible in her 
writings.   
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2. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Philosophical Writings and Beliefs 
 
Table 22. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Philosophical Writings and Beliefs 
 
PHILOSOPHICAL OR RELIGIOUS WRITINGS: Kollwitz   
Philosophical Writings & Beliefs: Artists' Sacrifice for their Art 7 10% 
Philosophical Writings & Beliefs: Meaning of Art 15 21% 
Philosophical Writings & Beliefs: Moral Imposition on Art 7 10% 
Philosophical Writings & Beliefs: Spiritual 25 35% 
Philosophical Writings & Beliefs: Journals, Published Writings, Letters 6 8% 
Philosophical Writings & Beliefs: Writings About Artist w/Ethical Focus 11 15% 
   
 71 100% 
  
Philosophical Writings and Beliefs: Summary 
 
Kollwitz was educated in many subjects from her childhood and continued reading 
works of philosophy, literature, history and politics throughout her lifetime. She was an 
avid admirer of music and theater. Unlike Rothko, Kandinsky or Varo she did not write 
published works to convey her ideas about creativity, technique, spirituality or other 
related topics.  
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3. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Ethics 
 
What can the goal of humanity be said to be? For men to be happy? No, or at any 
rate that is only a subsidiary goal. The goal is the same as it is for the individual. The 
individual strives first of all for happiness in the usual sense, happiness in love, and 
so on. On a somewhat higher plane is the joy of self-development. Bringing all one’s 
forces to maturity. Still above that is becoming one with God, “until like a singing 
serpent your life shall sometime find full resonance in togetherness.” This union with 
God can be achieved a long life and in a very short one. Translating this to all 
humanity, it means: Humanity’s goal goes beyond the first stage of happiness – 
elimination of poverty, disease and so on – and also beyond the complete 
development of the forces within itself. The goal is to develop divinity, spirituality 
(Kollwitz, Käthe, 1955, p. 65). 
 
 
Table 23. The Good Moral Exemplar: Ethics 
 
ETHICS: KOLLWITZ   
Ethical Influences: Education with ethical focus 12 2% 
Ethics: Adherence to non-violence action and belief 48 10% 
Ethics: Attention to the poor/under-served/forgotten 55 11% 
Ethics: Disillusionment 22 4% 
Ethics: Harmony/unity 28 6% 
Ethics: Integrity to the work 97 19% 
Ethics: Particular to Universal  33 7% 
Ethics: Search for Truth & Soul 47 9% 
Ethics: Socio-political 63 13% 
Ethics: Strong work ethic 60 12% 
Ethics: Sustained Dedication/Commitment to Spiritual Life and Moral Action 37 7% 
   
 502 100% 
Ethics: Summary  
 
Käthe Kollwitz wrote extensively about her work, the creative process as well as 
how her message was being met in the end result. Sometimes she experienced frustration, 
others elation. However, she was always very modest as demonstrated in her reluctance 
to write her autobiography.  
Ethical themes 
Kollwitz was a fierce anti-war proponent. Having lost her son and grandson in 
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both wars greatly reinforced this perspective. However, early on she was drawn to create 
work around the workers at the docks and industrial areas near her home. She also 
created posters for the early peasant revolts (see Outbreak in Part One). This focus on the 
worker continued throughout her life. Motherhood was a common theme and focus as 
well.  
Discipline/Commitment to the work 
Kollwitz exhibited a very strong work ethic from an early age. Without her fierce 
commitment and sense of discipline, the larger-than-life-size mother/father sculpture, 
which required her to execute repeated studies while working from life, would have been 
an impossible feat. (See Die Mutter and Die Vater in Part One) 
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4. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Reflection about Creative Process 
 
Today in the studio I accidentally uncovered the head of the mother on the 
fireplace; I looked at it again for the first time in years and had the joyful feeling 
that perhaps I may be able to finish the sculpture for Peter after all. But how?  
When? Here I am almost fifty-seven, and declining so physically. Probably I 
couldn’t do it in the form I originally conceived. I don’t think I could carry that 
off. Perhaps in a variant form. I have the idea of a large entrance gate to the 
cemetery in Roggevelde. To either side, [on the right and left, knee] the parents. 
Larger than life size. Above this the text: Here lie the finest of Germany’s youth. 
Or: Here lies the flower of youth. The figures would be conceived as figures in 
high relief. Simpler and more cohesive than they now are. They let visitors pass 
through between them. Or perhaps not relief. But very much larger than life. In 
that case the figures must affect by contour. Or without gates. (Kollwitz, Käthe, 
1955, p. 111). 
 
 
Table 24. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Reflection about Creative Process 
 
REFLECTION ABOUT CREATIVE PROCESS: Kollwitz   
Reflection about Creative Process: Aesthetic, the Beautiful 11 7% 
Reflection about Creative Process: Aging Artist 17 11% 
Reflection about Creative Process: Critical Opinion 0 0% 
Reflection about Creative Process: Doubts 15 10% 
Reflection about Creative Process: Meaning 35 22% 
Reflection about Creative Process: Media, Method, Technique 56 36% 
Reflection about Creative Process: Work Ethic 23 15% 
   
 157 100% 
 
 
Reflection about Creative Process: Summary 
Kollwitz is an excellent artist for students in arts education. Much can be gained 
by observing how she talks about her approach to practical challenges (e.g. folds in 
drapery, the position of a figure) and about how these challenges and solutions are 
integral to the message in the work. She places a great deal of importance on simplicity, 
editing, and not overworking in order to make the message and meaning as clear as 
   
 
 
141 
possible. She was also committed to working from life, a value that demonstrates her 
dedication to the quality of the work and her craft.  
Aging Artist 
Kollwitz has several passages that describe her physical challenges in creating 
work as she ages. Unfortunately, as her strength diminished, she had to limit her 
sculptural work, a rigorous art form requiring brawn and stamina. She also finds no joy in 
getting older, often denigrating herself as well as younger generations for their youth.  
What is not said 
Interestingly there is little mention of the process, goals, or experience of creating 
the many self-portraits she produced over her lifespan (ninety-one). She is second only to 
Rembrandt in the number of self-portraits by a historical artist (See Self Portrait in Part 
One). 
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5. The Good, Moral Exemplar, Influences: Ethical 
 
The last Schnabel concert today. For finale he played the Beethoven Sonata 
in C-Minor, Opus 111. I was able to follow it again, as with Opus 106. 
The strange, glittering tones shot flames—a translation into the spheres; 
the heavens opened almost as in the Ninth. Then a return. But a return after 
Heaven has been assured. Clear—consoling—good—that is what this music is. Thank 
you, Schnabel! (Kollwitz, Käthe, 1955, p. 115) 
 
Table 25. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Influences 
 
INFLUENCES: KOLLWITZ   
Influences: Community of Artists 4 1% 
Influences: Early Encouragement in Art 9 3% 
Influences: Family on Art 72 25% 
Influences: Other Artists 29 10% 
Influences: Personal Experiences 50 17% 
Influences: Poetry, Music, Dance 8 3% 
Influences: Political, Socio-Cultural, War, Poverty 63 22% 
Influences: Religious Figures 2 1% 
Influences: Spouse/Partner 15 5% 
Influences: Literary, Philosophical, Theological  41 14% 
   
 293 100% 
 
Influences: Summary  
Kollwitz maintained her love of literature throughout her entire life. She was also 
very interested in music and frequented exhibitions by other artists. She often compared 
herself negatively to the up-and-coming younger artists, worrying that she would be 
considered out of date.  
Like Lawrence she writes extensively of her anti-war, anti-violence stance as well 
as her views on poverty and struggle. Unlike Lawrence, however, these are not drawn 
from personal experience as her family was quite comfortable. However, she and her 
husband made the very unusual decision to live among the poor in Berlin for over fifty 
years. She also lived through two World Wars and lost both her son and grandson to 
those wars, experiences which weighed heavily in her writings and later works of art.   
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6. The Communal, Moral Action: Imagery and Individual 
 
A long time since I last made an entry. A sweetish-sour condition, physically and 
mentally. In the work, which I began naively, so to speak, I have 
reached the first stumbling-block. I do not know what to do about it. I keep 
my hands timidly in my lap and evade the issue. The obstacle is the clothing. 
Once again, I confront the great difficulty of having to do something that isn’t 
in me, for which I have no talent. And yet it must be done. The naturalistic 
folds disgust me and the stylized folds disgust me, and I try to do it in 
Barlach’s manner, that too disgusts me. To get across what I want—so that 
only the silhouette matters—takes a great deal of technique. More than I 
possess, working in this material. — I am not afraid of the head, but the big, 
clothed mass worries me (Kollwitz, Käthe, 1955, p. 113). 
 
Table 26. The Communal, Moral Action: Imagery and Individual 
 
MORAL ACTION: KOLLWITZ   
Moral Action in Imagery: Attention to marginalized groups 40 14% 
Moral Action in Imagery: Creative process to serve the work 40 14% 
Moral Action in Imagery: Ethical theme 64 23% 
Moral Action in Imagery: Frustration with work 27 10% 
Moral Action in Imagery: Inspiration 31 11% 
Moral Action in Imagery: Loss, bereavement, personal 29 10% 
Moral Action in Imagery: Meaning beyond beauty 27 10% 
Moral Action in Imagery: Spiritual, Religious 21 8% 
   
 279 100% 
   
Moral Action: Artist as moral or spiritual vehicle 26 21% 
Moral Action: Demonstrated moral action 17 14% 
Moral Action: Regular duty to underserved 20 16% 
Moral Action: Suffering and sacrifice 61 49% 
   
 124 100% 
   
TOTAL MORAL ACTION 403  
 
 
The Communal, Moral Action: Imagery and Individual: Summary 
Except for her interest in self-portraiture, Kollwitz did not create work in other genres 
such as portraiture, landscape or the decorative arts. Her imagery was always that of 
struggle, tragedy, loss, and even death.   
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7. The Communal: Solidarity 
 
I should like to say something about my reputation for being a “socialist” 
artist, which clung to me from then on. Unquestionably my work at this time, 
as a result of the attitudes of my father and brother and of the whole literature 
of the period, was in the direction of socialism. But my real motive for choosing my 
subjects almost exclusively from the life of the workers was that onlysuch subjects gave 
me in a simple and unqualified way what I felt to be beautiful. For me the Koenigsberg 
longshoremen had beauty; the Polish jimkes on their grain ships had beauty; the broad 
freedom of movement in the gestures of the common people had beauty. Middle-class 
people held no appealfor me at all. Bourgeois life as a whole seemed to me pedantic. The 
proletariat, on the other hand, had a grandness of manner, a breadth to their lives. Much 
later on, when I became acquainted with the difficulties and tragedies underlying 
proletarian life, when I met the women who came to my husband for help and so, 
incidentally, came to me, I was gripped by the full force of their plight (Kollwitz, Käthe, 
1955, p.43). 
 
 
Table 27. The Communal, Solidarity 
 
 
SOLIDARITY: KOLLWITZ   
Solidarity: Addresses areas of societal ills and suffering 64 22% 
Solidarity: Addresses art market, monetary, historical problems of artist 0 0% 
Solidarity: Advocates, speaks out against atrocities 39 14% 
Solidarity: Belief in engaging with community 10 4% 
Solidarity: Concentration on the worker, ordinary 66 23% 
Solidarity: Consideration of the viewer 13 5% 
Solidarity: Forms community around beliefs and action 0 0% 
Solidarity: Attention to nature and natural forces 8 3% 
Solidarity: Role of the artist 22 8% 
Solidarity: Sees universal in all, particularly underserved, anti-elitist 63 22% 
Solidarity: Teaches other artists 0 0% 
   
 285 100% 
 
Solidarity Summary 
Kollwitz exhibited many more characteristics in the solidarity categories than in any 
other. She writes copiously in the areas of solidarity to those among whom she lives (the 
impoverished, exhausted mothers) and is very drawn to young children. 
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8. Other: Upbringing and External Recognition 
The moral tone of our upbringing was such that—ignorant as I was  
of the scientific view of human nature—I inevitably felt guilt about my condition.  
I needed to confide in my mother, to confess to her.  
Since I could not conceive of lying to my mother, or even of being disobedient, 
 I decided to give my mother a daily report on what I had done and felt (Kollwitz, Käthe, 
1955, p. 20). 
 
Table 28. Other: Upbringing and External Recognition 
OTHER: KOLLWITZ   
UPBRINGING   
Upbringing: Early life 13 46% 
IMAGERY   
Imagery: External recognition 15 54% 
   
 28 100% 
 
Kollwitz received many awards and was highly regarded during her lifetime. 
However, she writes very little of her major accomplishments. She also does not mention 
anything about the negative reaction to her work by the Third Reich. Her work was not 
seized and named as “degenerate” by the Nazis; however, it is thought this was only due 
to her high standing in the arts world. She was expelled from one exhibition, which is 
only mentioned in passing.   
Conclusion 
The inclusion of Kollwitz in the Ellsberg book about women saints may initially 
seem an over-reach considering the company with which she keeps including actual 
religious saints. However, this may be due to the fact that Kollwitz is a visual artist and 
such laudatory language is usually not used when writing about them nor is the 
perception about visual artists usually one of profound admiration. However, among all 
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the artists in this study Kollwitz meet more of the overall criteria of the Restored 
Beautiful Soul than any other of the other five.  
As this study demonstrated Kollwitz is considered both a highly creative and 
highly ethical artist. Kollwitz sought out literary, philosophical, and other art forms such 
as music that continued to fuel her personal passion. She remained committed to her 
highly ethical subject matter (war, poverty, hunger, loss) over a long period of time. In 
addition, her decision to live among the poor and oppressed for over fifty years and 
chronicle their suffering into universal themes touched millions who came into contact 
with her work. As found with many highly ethical exemplars she was quite humble as she 
did not believe in or boast of her own ethical achievements, in fact she only wrote down 
her background due to the urging of her son, Hans.  Last, but not least, is her personal 
experiences of deep and profound loss that she was able to transform into continued 
powerful and universal experiences for her viewers.  
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Case Example # 2: Jacob Lawrence 
 
 
Lawrence, Jacob, The Studio, (1977)  
[Lithograph, 30 x 22.1”] 
Seattle Art Museum 
 
The human subject is the most important thing.  
My work is abstract in the sense of having been designed and composed, 
but it is not abstract in the sense of having no human content… 
[I] want to communicate.  
I want the idea to strike right away (Lawrence, Jacob in Wheat, 1987, p. 4.).  
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This case example will introduce and present the ethical factors in the life and 
work of Jacob Lawrence in two parts. Part One features a summary of his life and work 
compiled from secondary sources, key works of art, and accomplishments; and Part Two 
presents the data and findings from the application of the Masi Restored Beautiful Soul 
conceptual framework to his primary source material.  
Part One: Biography 
The 1910 U.S. census documented 92,000 African Americans living in New York 
and 40,000 in Chicago. By 1940 those numbers had quintupled (Schjeldahl, 2015). The 
narrative of Jacob Lawrence begins with this American tradition of migrants moving to 
other parts of the U.S. in order to seek better economic and socio-cultural opportunities 
for themselves and their families. Before he was born, Lawrence’s mother and father 
migrated separately from South Carolina and Virginia to Atlantic City, New Jersey, 
where they met and married.  
My parents were part of this Negro migration which took place right  
after World War I, so many of the Negroes coming  
North to seek work (Lawrence, Jacob, 1968, p. 2.). 
 
Jacob Lawrence was born on September 7, 1917 in Atlantic City, New Jersey. His 
father was a chef for the railroads, and his mother, who had to frequently accept welfare 
for the family, had to place him and his siblings in foster care so she could work. 
Eventually his parents separated and at the age of thirteen his mother moved the family to 
Harlem, New York. Shaped by both the Depression and the urban community of Harlem, 
Lawrence’s environment and upbringing became significant early influences in his work.  
Like Kollwitz, Lawrence demonstrated a keen early interest and aptitude for the 
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arts. Although his family was not as supportive as Kollwitz’s about his decision to 
become an artist, Lawrence was inspired early on through the community of artists active 
in Harlem. As a young child, he attended an after-school program where the arts were 
taught, and although he hadn’t been to many museums or galleries with his family as a 
young child, by his teenage years, the extensive communal exposure to art making has 
convinced him that he wanted to be an artist. Lawrence was also fortunate to be 
encouraged by practitioners of other art forms as well, such as the writer Claude McKay 
and in particular the sculptor Augusta Savage, director of the Harlem Community Arts 
Center. Savage introduced him to the hiring board of the Federal Works Project (WPA), 
where he eventually was hired to become an easel painter for $23.96 per week (Nichols, 
2013).  
So, she [Savage] was greatly responsible. . . That's what I meant when I said really my 
first professional experience as an artist came through Augusta Savage.  
And of course, when I went onto the Project I had the good fortune to meet many more 
people, not just the Negro people but other artists as well (Lawrence, Jacob, 1968, p.8). 
 
Like all of the artists in this study Lawrence exhibited a driving and ambitious 
work ethic which was defined his entire career. Although he never completed high school 
he spent hours in the library studying African-American history, which contributed to the 
evolving theme of early black heroes such as Harriet Tubman and John Brown in 
Lawrence’s art.  
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Lawrence, Jacob. The Library, (1960)  
[Tempera on fiberboard, 24 x 29 7/8 in. (60.9 x 75.8 cm.)] 
Smithsonian American Art Museum 
 
Because of the prohibitions against black students attending many established 
mainstream art schools, Lawrence was one of the first artists trained by African-
American artists in the Harlem community. Savage and Charles Alston were among his 
earliest teachers, and both had a profound influence on his development. Alston 
encouraged Lawrence to develop his narrative and pictorial language by studying non-
representational and abstract art. Although Lawrence sometimes describes himself as 
“unschooled,” he was significantly mentored through individuals who exposed him to the 
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teachings and artwork of prominent artists and musicians of the Harlem Renaissance. 
Lawrence also testifies directly to the influence of the Harlem community on the 
storyboard narrative method of his work:  
 
As children of the Harlem community, we grew up being told about these great 
black heroes and heroines—Toussaint L’Ouverture, Frederick Douglass, Harriet 
Tubman, and so forth. I guess this was happening in black communities all over the 
country. We would hear these stories from black school teachers and black librarians. 
We would also hear these stories from what I call street-corner orators. Well, these 
heroes and heroines were so impressive that I naturally wanted to tell their stories. You 
can do that in a mural, maybe. But at that age, I wasn’t getting big mural commissions. I 
couldn’t tell the story in one painting, so I decided to do a number of paintings of each 
individual. That’s how that came about (Lawrence, Jacob, Nichols, 2013, p.261). 
 
Living close to the Metropolitan Museum of Art, he began visiting the galleries, 
where he admired such masters as Giotto, Breughel, Goya, Van Gogh, and Matisse. He 
received a scholarship to study at the leftist American Artists School with fellow students 
Ad Reinhardt and Elaine de Kooning. Not attuned just to western art, he also became 
interested in the storyboard motif of the Egyptian paintings as well as African and 
abstract art. He greatly admired the social realist themes and styles of the Mexican 
muralists such as Diego Rivera and José Clemente Orozco. He also mentioned Käthe 
Kollwitz as an artist whom he greatly admired.  
In his early twenties, he became part of a working artist community in Harlem 
composed of black writers, poets and artists, including Romare Beardon and Norman 
Lewis. He was educated at the Harlem Art Workshop and joined the 306 Studio, where 
he met his life partner, Gwendolyn Knight, who, like Lawrence, was an artist for the 
Works Progress Administration (WPA). Lawrence was the first African-American artist 
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to be represented by the prestigious Downtown Gallery in New York, and he was greatly 
influenced by his friendships with Ralph Ellison, Langston Hughes, and Richard Wright. 
Hughes commissioned Lawrence to illustrate his book One Way Ticket, which chronicled 
the lives of black persons moving north. It was during this period that he developed his 
unique style, which he described as “dynamic cubism of jagged compositions in bold flat 
colors” (Schjeldahl, 2015). 
 
 
Lawrence, Jacob, The Great Migration One-Way Ticket, (1941) 
[Casein tempera on hardboard, 2000 x 1336”] 
Museum of Modern Art 
 
In 1941, he reached near overnight success at the age of twenty-four with his 
exhibition of The Migration Series. He created this series of drawings from 1940 – 1941 
working in a studio with no running water or heat.  
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Lawrence, Jacob, The Great Migration, There were Lynchings (1941) 
[Casein tempera on hardboard, 2000 x 1336”] 
Phillips Collection, Washington D.C. 
 
Another cause was lynching.  
It was found that where there had been a lynching, the people who were reluctant to 
leave at first left immediately after this (Lawrence, Jacob in Wheat, 1968, p. 287). 
 
Demonstrating the creative intuition of a filmmaker and a painter combined, 
Lawrence wrote captions for and painted sixty storyboard panels that are exhibited in a 
horizontal line. “People would speak of these things on the street,” he noted when asked 
about the inspiration for the captions. The series is divided into two parts: in the first half, 
the bleak and racially charged depiction of the south chronicles social inequities and lack 
of justice through themes of hunger, poverty, lynching and common acts of 
discrimination. In contrast, the second half shows the building and industry present in the 
north, where despite improved social conditions, new migrants still face ongoing 
problems of race relations.  
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Lawrence, Jacob, The Great Migration, (1941) 
[Casein tempera on hardboard, 2000 x 1336”] 
Phillips Collection, Washington D.C. 
 
The themes of this work include homelessness, poverty, joblessness and the 
challenges faced by the traveling migrant. One example features imagery of pallbearers 
and coffins with a matter-of-fact caption: “The migrants, having moved suddenly into a 
crowded and unhealthy environment, soon contracted tuberculosis. The death rate rose” 
(The Migrant Series caption, Phillips Collection). The sixty panels are split between the 
odd-numbered panels housed at the Phillips Collection in Washington D.C., and the 
even-numbered panels which are in the collection of the Museum of Modern Art, New 
York (MOMA).  
In 1943 Lawrence was drafted into the coast guard. He was assigned to paint the 
activities that soldiers were engaged in on the vessels. In 1944, the Museum of Modern 
Art exhibited the Coast Guard series. In 1949 after a lengthy stay in a hospital where he 
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was treated for depression, his work took on more psychological depth through the use of 
subdued colors and dramatic lighting. Like Kollwitz, he was influenced by the symbolism 
and plight of the worker/builder. He created a series of paintings chronicling the 
American worker, including women, that reflected increased participation of the African-
American migrants in the building trade industries. Like Kollwitz and Van Gogh, 
Lawrence found beauty in the image of the worker. From 1946 – 1988 this was a 
consistent theme in his work, which leans toward the use of primary, flat color juxtaposed 
with architectural elements, building tools and other materials used in these trades. Many 
of these works also include female subjects.   
 
 
Lawrence, Jacob, Carpenters, (1977) 
[Print, 781 x 640”] 
Reginald S. Lewis Museum, Baltimore, MD 
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As he explains, his work draws from his own experiences and his reactions to what he 
witnesses in his environment: 
I’ve always dealt with my experiences, either directly or indirectly. My work in 
that way is autobiographical. My family was a part of the Great Migration. My Harlem 
paintings dealt with my experience of growing up in the Harlem community. My War 
paintings come out of my experience as a serviceman aboard ship and overseas during 
World War II. The Builders paintings come out of my experience being around 
cabinetmakers when I was a youngster. I paint my impressions of the things I know about 
and the things I have experienced. Naturally, I wouldn’t respond as a landscape painter. 
I was not around landscape. I didn’t grow up around the sea. I grew up in Harlem. I just 
try to put down my emotions and feelings about how I respond to my surroundings. 
That’s what I’m trying to do in my paintings (Lawrence, Jacob, Nicholas, 2013, p. 6). 
 
Lawrence was also a devoted teacher to many art students. In 1946, he was 
invited to teach at Black Mountain College in North Carolina by the director of the 
College, artist Josef Albers. Through Albers, Lawrence studied the meaning of color, 
movement and organic shapes, and refined his approach to creating a three-dimensional 
form on a two-dimensional surface. In a letter he wrote to Albers in 1946, he states,  
 
My belief is that it is most important for an artist to develop an approach and 
philosophy about life. If he has developed this philosophy he does not put paint on 
canvas, he puts himself on canvas (Lawrence, Jacob in Wheat, 1987, p. 130. ). 
 
 
   
 
 
157 
 
 
Summer Arts Institute Faculty, Black Mountain College, (1946) 
Left to right: Leo Amino, Jacob Lawrence, Leo Lionni, Ted Dreier, Nora Lionni, Beaumont Newhall, 
Gwendolyn Lawrence, Ise Gropius, Jean Varda (in tree), Nancy Newhall (sitting), Walter Gropius, 
Mary “Molly” Gregory, Josef Albers, Anni Albers.  
Courtesy of Western Regional Archives  
 
Lawrence taught for many years at several prominent art schools in New York. 
Many teachers who are also artists think of their work as separate from their teaching, 
which they regard as a way to make money. When critics discuss such artists in the 
context of teaching, the discussion usually addresses the influence of the artists on their 
students. Lawrence, however, credits teaching with taking his own work in directions that 
he may not otherwise have explored. An example of the student teaching the teacher 
follows:  
I'm teaching in three places now. Pratt Institute, the New School, and the Art 
Students League. Well, I enjoy it. I may be doing a little too much teaching. Sometimes I 
feel that. Teaching has been a very good thing for me in that I think that it's led me into 
areas of exploration, areas of thinking which I may not have gone into had I not had the 
experience of teaching. I think, again, I may have remained in a narrower area. But when 
you teach, it stimulates, you're forced to crystallize your own thinking, you're forced to 
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communicate - or I'll put it another way: you're forced to formalize your 
own theories so that you may communicate them to the students, you see. Which I think in 
turn you go back to your studio and you think about this again; it doesn't end there. It 
doesn't end in the classroom or in the workshop. So for me it's been a very rewarding 
experience; or it is; because I'm very much involved in this; it is a very rewarding 
experience. And I hope and I think it has definitely given a broader dimension to my 
work, you see (Lawrence, Jacob, 1968, p.26). 
 
Social protest and social realism were consistent themes throughout Lawrence’s 
career. During the 1950s he engaged in mask making as a metaphor for the plight of the 
invisibility of the African-American man. In the 1960s he created a series entitled 
Freedom Riders, which represented media accounts of the civil rights movement. 
Lawrence was sometimes criticized by fellow African Americans for not expressing 
enough outrage and anger at the plight of his people. Having had the mixed blessing of 
being the “first” to exhibit, become part of, or interviewed by white artists, educators, and 
writers, he would often choose to speak only for himself and in language that expressed a 
more positive and nuanced view of his work and personal experience being an African-
American artist during this time. The following is an excerpt from his oral history 
interview for the Smithsonian’s Archives of American Art:  
CG: This experience as a Negro in the United States, do you feel that it has made you 
different from other American artists or do you think it has added another dimension? 
How do you view this? 
 
JL: I think it's added a different dimension. I think that's true in my case - naturally I 
can't speak for all Negro artists - and I would even venture to say for most Negro artists. 
I couldn't make an absolute statement but I would definitely say that I think any 
experience that evolves because of your ethnic background, and especially pertaining to 
the Negro it's been such a special kind of experience, I think it definitely has added a 
different kind of dimension than, say, another artist would have.  
 
And since we as a people have not been integrated (we may never be), I don't know, 
because of the physical difference, you know, I don't know if we ever will be. That doesn't 
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mean that it'll always be a negative thing but it cannot help but influence their thinking, 
that is, my thinking and then my work and my whole being. I wouldn't say that it added a 
deeper dimension but I will say definitely another kind of dimension than some other 
artists who may not have had this experience, the same kind of experience I've had of 
being Negro. Because I am Negro I think this expression would be different (Lawrence, 
Jacob,1968, p.19). 
 
In 2015, senior art critic for The New York Times Peter Schjeldahl wrote, “he 
would be remembered…as a gifted painter of African-American experience even if he 
had not been the right young man in the right place at the right moment to channel, for all 
time, the lightning of an epochal circumstance” (Schjeldahl, 2015).  
 
Lawrence, Jacob, Brownstones, (1958) 
[Egg tempera on hardboard, 31 1/2 x 37 1/4 in. (80 x 94.9 cm)] 
Collection of Clark Atlanta University Art Galleries; gift of Chauncey and Catherine Waddell 
© Clark Atlanta University Art Galleries 
Artwork © Gwendolyn Knight Lawrence. 
Courtesy of the Jacob and Gwendolyn Lawrence Foundation 
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Accomplishments: Applicability of Highly Creative Artist Criteria 
Jacob Lawrence’s prominence as one of the greatest American artists is further 
demonstrated by his being elected to the American Academy of Arts and Letters and the 
Black Academy of Arts and Letters; his winning the National Medal of the Arts, which is 
the highest honor in the humanities in the United States, as well as the NAACP Spingarn 
Medal; and his being inducted into the National Academy of Design. His work appears in 
over two hundred international museums. Jacob Lawrence emerged in the art world at the 
young age of twenty-four with his first gallery exhibition at the Downtown Gallery, a 
prominent New York City exhibition space.  In 1974, the Whitney Museum of American 
Art held a retrospective of his work, which later went on to tour throughout the country. 
He was inducted into the prestigious American Academy of Arts and Letters in 1983 and 
was Professor Emeritus at the University of Washington, Seattle until his death in 2000. 
His work appears in many collections in the United States and throughout the world. 
Interestingly, he was very influenced by, and his work is often compared to that of, Käthe 
Kollwitz, among other artists who depict injustice and suffering through works of art.  
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Part Two: Findings from Lawrence Primary Source Documents 
This section presents the findings from the coding and analysis of how Jacob 
Lawrence meets the Artist as Beautiful Soul framework (MMARBS).  
As stated before in the Kollwitz case example findings section, it can be difficult to 
write about visual artists and their development in a substantive manner due to the visual 
nature of their work. It is particularly difficult if there are no major catalog essays, 
biographies, or articles written by the art historical community. This is not the case for 
Jacob Lawrence. Due to his early success and his prominence as the first renowned 
African-American artist, there are many secondary resources with which to explore his 
life and work.  
Unlike Käthe Kollwitz or Vincent van Gogh, however, Jacob Lawrence did not 
appear to keep a journal. He did, however, write and illustrate several children’s books. 
Fortunately, we do hear his voice loud and clear in a series of in-depth audio interviews 
conducted by the Smithsonian Institute’s Archives of American Art Oral History Project. 
In addition, art historian Ellen Harkins Wheat, who published her dissertation in 1987 for 
the University of Washington’s art history doctoral program, knew Lawrence personally 
and, therefore, had direct access to him as well as his support of her work through many 
unpublished audio interviews. There are several other interviews Lawrence conducted 
during the course of his long life and career that are also included in this study.  
The first table (Table 29) is the breakout of the particular sources encompassing 
the Lawrence primary and secondary source documents. The next table (Table 30) 
directly correlates to the categories from the conceptual framework and identifies which 
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ones are most applicable to Lawrence.   
This will be followed by eight tables (Tables 31 - 39) which correlate to each 
major category from Table 30 and breaks them out into categories. This breakout offers a 
deeper analysis of the frequency of the number and percentage of the Lawrence 
quotations in relation to the conceptual framework.  These categories follow the 
framework presenting The Good and The Communal.  
 
Table 29. Lawrence Documents and Quotations 
Lawrence Source 
Document 
Number of 
Quotations 
Document 
Type 
Smithsonian, Archives of American Art. Oral history 
interview with Jacob Lawrence 
 
138 Primary 
Nichols Interview with Jacob Lawrence 
 
10 Primary 
Wheat, Ellen Harkins. Jacob Lawrence. Dissertation 88 Primary 
   
TOTAL Lawrence Quotations 236  
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Table 30. Total Lawrence Quotations Breakout of MMARBS Framework  
 Jacob Lawrence Count Percentage 
       
 THE GOOD: MORAL EXEMPLAR   
 Religiosity 68 5% 
 THE GOOD: MORAL EXEMPLAR   
 Philosophical or Religious Writings 33 2% 
 THE GOOD: MORAL EXEMPLAR   
 Ethics 346 25% 
 THE GOOD: MORAL EXEMPLAR   
 Reflections about Creative Process 107 8% 
 THE GOOD: MORAL EXEMPLAR   
 Influences 345 25% 
     
       
 THE COMMUNAL   
 Demonstrated Moral Action: Individual 23 2% 
 Demonstrated Moral Action: Imagery 110 8% 
 Solidarity 276 20% 
     
 OTHER     
 Upbringing 27 2% 
 External Recognition 36 3% 
     
 
TOTAL QUOTATIONS BREAKDOWN INTO 
FRAMEWORK MAJOR CATEGORIES 1371 100% 
 
Figure 25: Lawrence Top Five Supercategories 
  
The Good: 
Ethics 25%
The Good: 
Influences 25%
The 
Communal: 
Solidarity 20%
The 
Communal: 
Moral Action 
Imagery 8%
The Good: 
Reflection 
about Creative 
Process 8%
   
 
 
164 
1. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Religiosity 
 
 
The earliest church affiliation I can remember, that is going to church regularly and 
being affiliated with being in the Sunday school and participating in plays and that type 
of thing, was in New York here.  guess I was about twelve or thirteen years of age… I 
think Powell Senior was a very big name then. And I can remember some of his sermons. 
One of his famous ones was the dry bones sermon [Ezekiel 37]. And he was called on to 
preach that sermon not only in his own church but as guest minister in other churches. 
And I heard him do that several times and he was very dramatic with it. He was quite a 
big personality when I was a kid when I first came here (Lawrence, Jacob, 1968, p. 3). 
 
Table 31. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Religiosity 
 
 
RELIGIOSITY: LAWRENCE   
Religiosity: Closeness to Religious or Spiritual Teacher/Mentor 0 0% 
Religiosity: Death/Afterlife 0 0% 
Religiosity: Disillusionment 0 0% 
Religiosity: Early Sense of Calling or doing God's work 0 0% 
Religiosity: Formal Religious Upbringing 5 7% 
Religiosity: Humanist 47 69% 
Religiosity: Practicing Member of Faith Religion 3 4% 
Religiosity: Pursuit of Metaphysical/Philosophical Truth 11 16% 
Religiosity: Recognition of other Faiths 0 0% 
Religiosity: Reference to Scripture/Sacred Religious Texts 2 3% 
Religiosity: Regular Meditation, Reflection 0 0% 
Religiosity: Religious Practice 0 0% 
   
TOTAL RELIGIOSITY 68 100% 
 
Religiosity: Summary 
There’s very little data documenting any type of traditional religious component 
to Lawrence’s life. Due to the nature of Lawrence’s primary documents, which are audio 
interviews, it is unclear whether questions about religiosity and practice were just never 
asked or instead this aspect of Lawrence’s life was truly not an active one during most of 
his lifetime. In only one of his interviews does he mention going to church as a young 
boy until his mid-teens. He then states that he learned about the arts and decided to 
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become an artist, so his focus moved away from religion and towards art. However, many 
of his paintings depict the black church community, including dramatic pastors, crowded 
pews, and choirs. Concurrent with the results of most of the artists in this study Lawrence 
documents most of this category within a humanist or metaphysical realm. For example, 
Lawrence often spoke of the negro struggle as a universal metaphor for the human 
struggle as a frequent theme in his work.  
Religiosity is not mentioned after the initial discussion of his early exposure in 
any of the primary source documents. In the interviews, Lawrence does not refer to God 
or other deities, or scriptural or spiritual texts. Therefore, the conclusion is that this aspect 
of the conceptual framework is not significantly present in Lawrence’s life or habits of 
practice.  
However, one could definitely argue that his religiosity comes through his 
lifelong dedication to depicting the human struggle in his works of art.  
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2. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Philosophical Writings and Beliefs 
 
LAWRENCE: I would go to the Schomburg Library and read books on these various 
personalities. I would take plenty of notes. Then I would go back to my studio and peruse 
the notes and edit them. I would select notes that describe an action that I could visualize 
as a painting. 
 
NICHOLAS: The caption, then, was integrally related to the painting. 
 
LAWRENCE: That’s right. I would select notes that I could see transformed into a 
painting. I was a storyteller. I was interested in telling a story (Lawrence, Jacob, in 
Nicholas, 2013, p. 4). 
 
Table 32. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Philosophical Writings and Beliefs 
 
PHILOSOPHICAL OR RELIGIOUS WRITINGS: LAWRENCE   
Philosophical Writings & Beliefs: Artists' Sacrifice for their Art 3 9% 
Philosophical Writings & Beliefs: Meaning of Art 8 24% 
Philosophical Writings & Beliefs: Moral Imposition on Art 8 24% 
Philosophical Writings & Beliefs: Spiritual 6 18% 
Philosophical Writings & Beliefs: Published Writings, Letters 3 9% 
Philosophical Writings & Beliefs: Writings About Artist w/Ethical Focus 5 15% 
   
TOTAL PHILOSOPHICAL WRITINGS & BELIEFS 33 100% 
 
Philosophical Writings and Beliefs: Summary 
Lawrence did not publish many articles, autobiographies or artist journals. But he 
did provide written contributions to exhibition catalogs about his work. At a relatively 
young age, and without even finishing high school, he took on the unusual task of 
researching his subjects in order to write captions for each panel of his series. These 
panels then functioned not only as visual works but also educated the viewer in order to 
widen the audience for the African-American or other human struggles depicted.  
Lawrence describes spending countless hours in the libraries researching the history and 
background of his subject matter. This extensive research also speaks to a commitment to 
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get the historical information correct for his viewer. This aspect of his practice also 
overlaps with the additional framework factors of solidarity with the viewer and integrity 
to the work.  
Later in his life he wrote and created images for several published children’s 
books under his name, including Harriet and the Promised Land and The Great 
Migration: An American Story and illustrated a volume of Aesop’s fables. 
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3. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Ethics 
Years ago, I was just interested in expressing the Negro in American life, but a larger 
concern, an expression of humanity and of America, developed. My History series grew 
out of that concern. Hope has broadened the scene. The statement is broader, even 
though it is the same statement…The Negro struggle is a symbol of man's struggle, from 
my point of view (Lawrence, Jacob in Wheat, 1987, p. 158). 
 
Table 33. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Ethics 
ETHICS: LAWRENCE   
Ethical Influences: Education with Ethical Focus 13 4% 
Ethics: Adherence to non-violence action and belief 7 2% 
Ethics: Attention to the Poor/Underserved/Forgotten 48 14% 
Ethics: Disillusionment 2 1% 
Ethics: Harmony/Unity 7 2% 
Ethics: Integrity to the work 82 24% 
Ethics: Particular to Universal for Other Artists 26 8% 
Ethics: Search for Truth & Soul 32 9% 
Ethics: Socio-Political 83 24% 
Ethics: Strong Work Ethic 28 8% 
Ethics: Sustained Dedication/Commitment to Spiritual Life and Moral Action 18 5% 
   
TOTAL ETHICS 346 100% 
 
Ethics: Summary  
Although Lawrence spoke often of his commitment to marginalized groups within 
a socio-political context, he was criticized by some who felt his art was not direct enough 
in his depiction of the struggles of the African American. However, he felt it was 
important to portray the moment before or after a savage event. Therefore, most of his 
work which depicted great suffering shows the aftermath of the event itself. It was his 
belief that by not showing the event directly, the work would be more accessible to a 
wider audience. This decision demonstrated his intentionality in portraying these events, 
which also speaks to his integrity to his works of art and to the viewer.  
One of the most compelling and challenging characteristics of the moral exemplar 
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is the ability to make the particular universal (Swearer, 2003). This means that through 
their action (writings, imagery, speeches, or other forms of communication), they are able 
to communicate their message to a very broad audience who can relate to the message. 
This occurs even if the work depicts a singular struggle. Many artists and writers can 
communicate in an autobiographical manner, voicing views and opinions based on their 
personal experiences. However, it is a rare individual who can take personal experiences 
and make them relevant in a universal message. This ability to universalize largely 
explains why Lawrence is such an acclaimed artist. He was able to take the “Negro 
struggle” and, through his choice of media, message, and experiences, transcend race and 
thereby open his viewers’ hearts and minds to the universal human struggle in us all. 
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4. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Reflection about Creative Process 
 
I think that generally artists should have this attitude [to be artists] and I think definitely 
that the Negro artist should not feel because he happens to be Negro or because the 
person who aspires to an art career should not have a positive attitude toward this. I 
definitely think so. I mean art has always been a difficult thing in our time whether the 
artist be Negro or otherwise and I think it's part of our maturing, it's part of our growth 
that we can step into something or aspire to an area which is not always rosy, it's not 
always an ideal situation; but we can aspire to it like anyone else can. The same 
aspirations and so on. I don't think that that's exactly true now but I think it's surely more 
so than it was fifty years ago (Lawrence, Jacob, in Wheat, 1987, p. 46). 
 
 
Table 34. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Reflection on Creative Process 
 
REFLECTION ABOUT CREATIVE PROCESS: LAWRENCE   
Reflection about Creative Process: Aesthetic, the Beautiful 4 4% 
Reflection about Creative Process: Aging Artist 0 0% 
Reflection about Creative Process: Critical Opinion 5 5% 
Reflection about Creative Process: Doubts 0 0% 
Reflection about Creative Process: Meaning 39 36% 
Reflection about Creative Process: Media, Method, Technique 36 34% 
Reflection about Creative Process: Work Ethic 23 21% 
   
TOTAL REFLECTION ABOUT CREATIVE PROCESS 107 100% 
 
 
Reflection on Creative Process: Summary 
Lawrence describes himself as self-taught primarily because he was not college 
educated. However, it is clear from his highly- developed understanding of composition, 
perspective, and color that he had some type of art education which as he documents 
came from his time with the after-school program in Harlem, mentorship with Augusta 
Savage, as well as his keen observation of many other artists. In addition, he also has a 
filmmaker’s intuition for what “scene” to portray in a narrative story in order to point the 
viewer to the action and keep the story moving. He also spoke at great length about the 
stories he heard in the Harlem community, which inspired much of his art.   
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Despite practicing for many decades, Lawrence never changed his primary 
medium. Unlike Kollwitz, who adapted her media according to her subject matter, but 
like Van Gogh, Lawrence almost always created his work in paint or through prints. He 
also preferred to work abstractly, keeping the features and scenery flat. He believed that 
the simpler the form, the more powerful the message. Due to his color palette, his 
challenging subject matter was more widely accepted, admired and viewed, which 
appears to have been his intention. Style and color have much to do with his popularity 
and ability to transcend difficult subject matter. 
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5. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Influences 
 
Now the Harlem Art Workshop that was where I was first exposed to artists of big names, 
not meeting them but through books and things like that because we had books around. I 
first became acquainted with the Mexicans, with, as I said, the artist Käthe Kollwitz, and 
people of that sort; and historically with people like Breughel and people like that. I was 
able to look at these books and see how they worked, what they were doing (Lawrence, 
Jacob, 1968, p. 15).  
 
Table 35. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Influences 
 
INFLUENCES: LAWRENCE   
Influences: Community of Artists 42 12% 
Influences: Early Encouragement in Art 22 6% 
Influences: Family on Art 25 7% 
Influences: Other Artists 74 21% 
Influences: Personal Experiences 51 15% 
Influences: Poetry, Music, Dance 15 4% 
Influences: Political, Socio-Cultural, War, Poverty 77 22% 
Influences: Religious Figures 3 1% 
Influences: Spouse/Partner 4 1% 
Influences: Literary, Philosophical, Theological Influences 32 9% 
   
TOTAL INFLUENCES 345 100% 
 
Influences: Summary  
Lawrence was raised by his mother, a single parent, and only sporadically saw his 
father, who was a chef on the railroad. His mother frequently had to go on welfare, and 
he worked several jobs to try to help support the household. It was during his time at arts 
programs, when his mother was working, that he was exposed to art making. This led to a 
very early dedication to becoming an artist. This decision was highly unusual, given 
Lawrence’s economic and ethnic background. There were no African Americans that 
were prominent in the art world beyond Harlem and other black communities. He speaks 
of being greatly influenced by the artists, writers and musicians in the Harlem arts 
community.  
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Unlike Kollwitz, Rothko, or Van Gogh, Lawrence appeared to thrive in the 
community of other artists, including Romare Bearden and Lawrence’s wife, artist 
Gwendolyn Knight. This is an interesting distinction among the artists in this study. 
Those who preferred to work in solitude (Kollwitz, Rothko, to some extent, Varo) and 
those who preferred to frequently engage with other artists (Lawrence, Kandinsky). 
Vincent van Gogh had the dream of creating an artists’ community, however, due to his 
personal struggles was never able to truly see it to fruition.  
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6. The Communal, Moral Action: Imagery and Individual  
 
My reason for doing this, I think I mentioned earlier was that I like to think that I 
have expanded, that I have grown, and I like to feel that the Negro struggle was 
unique. And, of course all struggle from my point of view. You see, early maybe I 
didn't think this. Maybe I thought the Negro struggle was unique. And, of course all 
struggles are unique in that when and where they take place they have a uniqueness. 
But generally, I think it's all one… Now I thought of the American history thing. In 
fact, I call it The Struggle. And one of the motivating factors for my doing this again 
was the Negro. I think this is happening more and more now.  
 
But up until that time, as late as a few years ago in the 1950's the Negro had not been 
included in the general stream of American history. We're doing that more and more 
now. There are books coming out. People are more aware of it. And there's a more 
conscious effort to put the Negro back where he belongs in American history. I mean up 
till now he's been taken out, just excluded, or put aside. We don't know the story, how 
historians have glossed over the Negro's part as one of the builders of America, how he 
tilled the fields, and picked cotton, and helped to build the cities. 
 
Now I don't want to be sentimental and say well the Negro did all this, the Negro did 
nine-tenths of this. This wouldn't be true either. I mean there were many other groups 
coming from Europe who contributed. However, these other groups always get 
mentioned. The Polish, the Italians, the English, they're all mentioned as to their 
contributions. When I was a child this is all I heard of. All we hear of the American 
Negro is that he picked cotton. And they don't even call it a contribution. That wasn't 
even it. So one of my main reasons I thought it would be a good thing if I did plus the fact 
I think American history is a fascinating subject. But I wanted to do a series showing the 
American Revolution. 
 
Again, this had to do with struggle, the struggle of man and showing as part of the 
struggle a person who took part in the struggle of man and showing as part of the 
struggle a person who took part in the struggle was the American Negro. You see, this is 
not a Negro - as the other themes were - this was not a Negro series. It isn't just Negroes. 
It dealt with Washington crossing the Delaware, Negroes who were with Washington 
when he crossed the Delaware. Not as slaves. These people were people who had signed 
up to take part in the American Revolution. I mean you had people like that. That's what's 
fascinating about the Schomburg Library. We not only know that Negroes participated in 
the American Revolution but we know the names of these people. We can go there and 
find the actual names of people who enlisted in the American Revolution (Lawrence, 
Jacob, 1968, p. 39). 
 
  
   
 
 
175 
Table 36. The Communal: Moral Action: Imagery and Individual 
 
MORAL ACTION: LAWRENCE   
Moral Action in Imagery: Attention to Marginalized Groups 22 20% 
Moral Action in Imagery: Creative Process to Serve the Work 0 0% 
Moral Action in Imagery: Ethical Theme 36 33% 
Moral Action in Imagery: Frustration with Work 1 1% 
Moral Action in Imagery: Inspiration 14 13% 
Moral Action in Imagery: Loss, Bereavement, Personal 7 6% 
Moral Action in Imagery: Meaning beyond beauty 21 19% 
Moral Action in Imagery: Spiritual; Religious 9 8% 
   
TOTAL MORAL ACTION IN IMAGERY 110 100% 
   
   
Moral Action: Artist as Moral or Spiritual Vehicle 12 52% 
Moral Action: Demonstrated Moral Action 5 22% 
Moral Action: Regular - Duty to Underserved 0 0% 
Moral Action: Suffering and Sacrifice 6 26% 
   
TOTAL MORAL ACTION: INDIVIDUAL 23 100% 
   
TOTAL MORAL ACTION 133  
 
 
The Communal: Moral Action Imagery and Individual Summary  
Lawrence always portrayed ethical themes in his art work. From his depiction of 
black heroes in his late teens and early twenties, to the groundbreaking Migration Series, 
to the builders, the anti-war, and other socio-political imagery, he was an artist who 
wanted to depict the struggle of the African American which, for him, was relatable to 
all. He spoke of his work as auto-biographical and painted what came from his 
experiences throughout his life. His work can best be described as social realist or social 
commentary. However, he kept the work personal and thereby authentic, thus 
consistently demonstrating the moral exemplar’s ability to make the particular universal.  
Although Lawrence did a handful of self-portraits, in general, he did not work in 
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portraiture, whether of others in his community or family. His work was rarely decorative 
or simply created for pleasure. He believed in art always having a message, and his 
message was the human struggle.  
It is clear that, as a visual artist, Lawrence was a committed activist. He devoted 
his entire life to rendering the African-American struggle in art, and through his decisions 
about how to present his work, widened not only his audience, but also the dialogue 
between white and black communities.  
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7. The Communal: Solidarity 
 
I think the question that remains uppermost in my mind - not because I can answer it but 
because it is, as I said before a very difficult question to answer, and that is the Negro 
artist [and] his dilemma in our society as a practicing artist. I've had the experience of 
speaking to many artists all my life, Negro artists like myself, and white artists and I'm 
just trying to think of how they may differ as artists, not just as people, they naturally 
differ as people. And there is a common denominator here that the Negro artist talks 
about when we get together, we discuss. We may disagree with each other. We discuss 
our acceptance or non-acceptance in the community as artists. And I'm still thinking 
about this question. I'm thinking about some sort of positive answer here as to how this 
relates to me, you know, how it has related to me. I'm very conscious of this in one 
respect but I'm also conscious of the fact of not letting it but trying not to let it influence 
my work as a practicing artist, you see. But at the same time protecting myself and 
getting the most out of what society offers too. If I am a success I want to have everything 
else everyone else wants as a successful practicing artist. Now how I am to get this or am 
I, to dwell on it, am I to talk about it; do I waste my energies by going out and telling the 
establishment, look, here I am, he gets this, I don't get this. How much of this am I going 
to do. 
 
CG: "He" being the white artist? 
 
JL: Yes. The establishment, yes. Not the white artists but –  
 
CG: But the establishment that metes out to the – 
 
JL: That's right. Metes out to the artist, you see. How much of this am I going to…Will I 
waste my energies doing this? I have to do it to some extent. Whenever the opportunity 
arises I have to speak out. I have to say something about it. But I cannot make this my 
focus. I cannot make this focus this part of my activities, make this greater than my 
involvement in painting. I cannot do this. Because if I keep doing this well then, it's sort 
of a vicious cycle. I would no longer be a painter. I'd become something else. I'd become 
an agitator. Which is good, too. You have to be some of this. So, this is the question. I 
think this is it (Lawrence, Jacob, 1968, p. 28). 
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Table 37. The Communal: Solidarity 
 
SOLIDARITY: LAWRENCE   
Solidarity: Addresses areas of societal ills and suffering 49 18% 
Solidarity: Addresses Art Market, Monetary, Historical Problems of Artist 8 3% 
Solidarity: Advocates, Speaks out against atrocities 38 14% 
Solidarity: Belief in Engaging with Community 38 14% 
Solidarity: Concentration on the Worker, Ordinary 13 5% 
Solidarity: Consideration of the Viewer 8 3% 
Solidarity: Forms Community around Beliefs and Action 1 0% 
Solidarity: Nature 8 3% 
Solidarity: Role of the Artist 36 13% 
Solidarity: Sees Universal in All, particularly underserved, anti-elitist 47 17% 
Solidarity: Teaches Other Artists 30 11% 
   
TOTAL SOLIDARITY 276 100% 
 
The Communal, Solidarity Summary  
Lawrence was part of a community of artists for decades. He credits many of the 
artists and writers from the Harlem Renaissance for encouraging and starting him in his 
career as an artist. He shared studio space near other artists.  
Many artists, particularly in the mid-twentieth century when Lawrence was most 
active, believed that their work should speak for itself. It is acceptable to them that most 
viewers may not understand the media or the message. These artists may wish to offer a 
more intellectual, purely emotive, intuitive, or even remote experience of their work, 
which will spark different reactions than if the work were more literally presented. 
Twentieth-century artists who tend to challenge viewers include Carl Andre and Agnes 
Martin in their minimalist phases; abstract expressionists Willem de Kooning, Lee 
Krasner and Jackson Pollock; and Marcel Duchamp in the conceptual imagery of his later 
works.  
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Other artists are more intentional about creating reciprocity with their viewers and 
work to reach a broad audience. Lawrence’s use of storytelling and captions offers 
viewers accessible as well as multi-modal ways (i.e., writing and imagery) to experience 
very difficult subject matter. Although he worked abstractly, his choice of colors, 
flattened features and forms helped to de-personalize the subject, creating some distance 
from the more horrific nature of the events, so that his message could be understood and 
experienced by the widest possible range of viewers. His socio-political themes also 
encouraged dialogue with many types of viewers, both white and black.  
Given his level of success, Lawrence also took the unusual step of dedicating himself 
to teaching young artists. Many successful artists may do an occasional stint as a visiting 
artist or conduct workshops; however, Lawrence taught consistently in institutions of 
higher education, which meant his teaching responsibilities and workload were those of a 
full-time professor.  
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8. Other: Upbringing and External Recognition 
 
Table 38.  Other: Upbringing and External Recognition 
 
OTHER: LAWRENCE   
UPBRINGING   
Upbringing: Early Life 27 43% 
IMAGERY   
Imagery: External Recognition 36 57% 
   
TOTAL OTHER 63 100% 
 
Summary 
In most of his interviews, Lawrence eagerly, and perhaps even proudly, details his 
many exhibitions and recognition. He offers names, dates, and events leading up to the 
exhibitions, and even comments on the audience and critical reception. This focus could 
also be attributed to the audio interviewers, who tended to solicit such commentary from 
Lawrence on the prominent exhibitions of his career. 
In the audio interviews Lawrence speaks very little about his siblings, parents, or 
other family. Although very committed to the African-American struggle, he does not 
name or discuss any personal familial experiences directly affected by these events. He 
does name Gwendolyn Knight, his wife, as an important sounding board and artistic 
partner. 
Conclusion  
Jacob Lawrence was considered the first African American visual artist. He came into 
prominence at an important point for the black American when various forms of 
incredible injustice were finally becoming into fuller public awareness. The courage he 
   
 
 
181 
exhibited was formidable in his efforts to chronicle the “Negro struggle” at an early age 
provided an essential way to bring these injustices to light. Over the decades in which he 
worked his commitment to the theme of struggle never wavered.  He began his career 
interested in conveying the struggle of one group, however, his ability to take this 
struggle and make it universal to the human struggle writ-large was what defined him as 
a highly ethical exemplar. 
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Case Example #3: Mark Rothko 
 
 
Elkan, Henry, Mark Rothko, Street studio, (1953)  
Courtesy Archives of American Art,  
Smithsonian Institution 
 
 
But here, today, we still have the right to choose.  
It is precisely the possibility of exercising choice wherein our lot differs from that of the 
artists of the past. For choice implies responsibility to one’s conscience, and, in the 
conscience of the artist, the Truth of Art is foremost.  
There may be other loyalties, but for the artist, unless he has been  
way-laid or distracted, they will be secondary and discarded in his creation of art. 
(Rothko, Mark, 2004, p. 45). 
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This case example will introduce and present the ethical factors in the life and 
work of Mark Rothko in two parts. Part One features a summary of his life and work 
compiled from secondary sources, key works of art, and accomplishments; and Part Two 
presents the data and findings from the application of the Masi Restored Beautiful Soul 
conceptual framework to his primary source material.  
Part One: Biography 
When one approaches a painting by Mark Rothko in a museum or gallery, one 
does not simply view the work from a distance but feels compelled to move closer to 
experience the work. The dense rectangular veils of color hung at an intimate eye-level 
height invite the viewer to slow down and enter a visual realm of meditation and 
reflection. Multilayered feathered and blurred edges are formed into one or two square or 
rectangular shapes with color framing each geometric form.  Part of the experience of a 
Rothko painting is very visual: he presents abstract subject matter with no reference to 
nature or a figure, yet creates a vividly pictorial experience. Part is emotional and 
spiritual: he creates a transcendent experience in his large blocks of blurred color layered 
in meditative and transformative displays. Some have described viewing a Rothko 
painting as the experience of being reduced to tears without understanding why. Others 
describe some type of presence that seems inherent in the exchange between art and 
viewer. Regardless of one’s knowledge of art history, religion, or philosophy, the 
experience of seeing a Rothko in person is often a powerful, moving, and memorable 
one.   
As British philosopher Trevor Pateman writes,  
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Imagine, then, that someone enters the Rothko room at the Tate Gallery. Before 
they have focussed their attention selectively on any one painting, they find that 
they are affected by something-they-know-not-what. Their stomach muscles 
tighten, or they feel suddenly more alert, or a black cloud descends and alters 
their mood - and so on, through an indefinite number of possibilities. Suppose 
that the person now reflects on the psychosomatic changes affecting them, and 
comes to think of them in terms of human emotions, as being parts of sadness or 
grief or awe. And, finally, suppose that the person focuses on the paintings hung 
in the Rothko room and is amazed by their potency (Pateman, 2008, p. 1). 
 
John Dewey, author of Art as Experience, writes of the human need to keep works 
of art in the realm of everyday experience. Ironically, he writes, it is when a work of art 
becomes “great” and achieves a classic status that it is often placed in an isolated and 
rarified setting away from the world of experience from which it was created. Dewey 
writes that the task of a philosophy of arts is to “restore continuity between the refined 
and intensified forms of experience that are works of art and the everyday events, doings 
and sufferings that are universally recognized to constitute experience” (Dewey, p. 3). 
These ideas are inherent in the life and work of Mark Rothko and can help explain the 
power of experiencing a Rothko painting in person. 
Over the last fifty years, art critiques and academic interpretations of his work 
have defined him as a Color Field or Abstract Expressionist artist. Some felt he was a 
one-hit-wonder and were irritated that there was a “sameness” about the work. However, 
Rothko infused very deliberate and complex concepts into what he was trying to convey 
to the viewer. He disagreed vehemently with the categories critics and curators used to 
define his vision. Many of the ideas informing Rothko’s work are rooted in his readings 
of, and writings on, Western philosophy and Greek literature, as well as his passion for 
classical music and literature in general. This case example will explore several key 
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philosophical themes, writings, and other influences that manifest in Rothko’s work from 
the final three decades of his life (1941-1971).  
 
 
Rothko, Mark, Untitled, (1953) 
[Mixed Media on Canvas] 
National Gallery of Art, Washington D.C. 
Gift of the Mark Rothko Foundation 
 
Rothko spent hours inviting viewers to his studio to gauge their reactions to the 
work and ask questions about what they were seeing. It was his belief that as the 
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relationship between viewer and artwork becomes more intimate, both the viewer and the 
artist are transformed. He writes of art being a form of action, “a kindred form of action 
to idealism … it is a form of communication and when it enters the environment it 
produces its effects just as any other form of action” (Rothko, 2004, p. 10). Recognizing 
the importance of the artist as producer and presenter of the work, he also writes of the 
benefits to the viewer and society as a whole: “society benefits every time an individual 
improves his own adjustment in the world, for however we look at society, the empirical 
measure of society’s welfare is the aggregate good of its constituents” (p. 10). 
Rothko, who wanted to immerse the viewer in the work of art, gave specific 
instructions for the height at which his pieces should be exhibited. He also had specific 
reasons for the scale of each piece in relation to the desired experience he wanted to 
create: 
I would like to say something about large pictures, and perhaps touch on 
some of the points made by the people who are looking for a spiritual basis for 
communion. 
  I paint very large pictures, I realize that historically the function of 
painting large pictures is something very grandiose and pompous. The reason I 
paint them however … is precisely because I want to be intimate and human. To 
paint a small picture is to place yourself outside your experience, to look upon an 
experience as a stereopticon view or with a reducing glass. However you paint 
the larger picture, you are in it. It isn’t something you command. (Rothko, Mark, 
2006, p. 74). 
 
In addition to being a prolific artist, Rothko wrote much about his own influences 
and his thoughts on teaching, creating, and the affect of art and artists on society. He was 
strongly influenced by the writings of ancient Greek and modern Continental 
philosophers, specifically Plato, Aristotle, Nietzsche, and Kierkegaard. In his extensive 
philosophical writings, Rothko specified the need for the artist to “choose responsibility 
   
 
 
187 
to one’s conscience,” including the choice and freedom to starve as an artist, and he 
affirmed that “in the conscience of the artist, the Truth of Art is foremost” (Rothko, 2004, 
p. 4). He felt strongly that art should not be used for political gain or messages. “History 
is not demonstrated by pictures, nor should pictures be demonstrated by history,” he 
writes (Breslin, 1993, p. 174). Artists may have other responsibilities and loyalties, but 
they must be secondary and discarded, if necessary, in the creation of art. Rothko writes 
of art and her demands within a moral framework: 
…this artistic conscience, which is composed of present reason and 
memory, this morality intrinsic to the general logic of art itself, is inescapable. 
Violate her promptings and she will ferret out the deepest recesses of thought and 
conjecture. Neither sophistries nor rationalizations can quiet her demands” 
(Rothko, Mark, 2006, p. 4). 
 
Born in Dvinsk, Russia, in 1902, to a family of six, Marcus Rothkowitz had a 
difficult start in life. Most of the people who lived in Dvinsk were Jews and were also 
quite poor. The period from young Marcus’s eighth to tenth year was one of the worst in 
Russian Jewish history. Mass demonstrations and strikes led to arrests, raids and 
assassinations. Many Jews from this area immigrated to the United States and the 
Rothkowitzes were no exception. Marcus’s father, Jacob Rothkowitz, was a pharmacist 
who had attained a high school education, which was unusual due to quotas for Russian 
Jews during this period. His mother, Kate, raised the children and was more pragmatic 
than her politically and intellectually-involved husband. All the Rothkowitz children 
were educated, yet only Marcus was schooled in the cheder Jewish educational tradition. 
Marcus greatly admired his father, who unfortunately died soon after the family 
immigrated to Portland, Oregon, when he was ten years old. His siblings were all at least 
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ten years older than he, which added to the sense of solitude growing up, especially after 
his father’s death. His mother favored him and was very proud, even if she wasn’t quite 
sure what he was doing as an artist. Once he moved to New York City, however, he 
rarely visited his family on the west coast and did not attend his mother’s funeral.  
 
 
 
Rothko, Mark. Slow Swirl at the Edge of the Sea (1944) 
[Oil on canvas, 6' 3 3/8" x 7' 3/4" (191.4 x 215.2 cm)] 
Bequest of Mrs. Mark Rothko through The Mark Rothko Foundation, Inc. 
Museum of Modern Art, New York 
 
He was always an extremely hard worker, and painting seemed to be more than 
just a job or even passionate interest. It kept him alive, and oftentimes, seemed more 
important than relationships or other aspects of life. He dropped out of Yale University 
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and moved to New York to learn about art later than most comparably successful artist 
peers began their careers. He did not pick up a paintbrush until his late teens. He 
developed a complicated philosophy and spiritual connection to his work that sustained 
him through much of his life. He often spoke of his paintings as his “children” and would 
relentlessly interview prospective clients who visited his studio as to placement, lighting, 
and their understanding of his work. These rituals were frequent – offered on strict 
invitation-only basis to his studio – and he would sometimes refuse to sell pieces to 
unworthy buyers.  
Rothko often felt that once the work left his studio, it became more vulnerable 
than he preferred. He returned the commission he had received for a large and 
noteworthy Seagram Mural because he didn’t want the diners of the Four Seasons 
restaurant to be looking at his work in such an unacceptable environment. He felt his 
work should be exhibited with no distractions or other artwork nearby. This was 
necessary to experience the work as he originally intended, as a point of transformation 
and spiritual transcendence from the ordinary and everyday difficulties of life.  
I hope to paint something that will ruin the appetite of every son of a bitch who 
ever eats in that room (Rothko, Mark, 1958). 
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Rothko, Mark, Untitled (Seagram Mural sketch), (1959)  
[Oil and acrylic on canvas] 
National Gallery of Art, Washington D.C. 
Gift of The Mark Rothko Foundation, Inc. 
Copyright © 1997 Christopher Rothko and Kate Rothko Prizel 
 
He married twice and had two children. He needed and wanted to be taken care 
of, which both his wives did until he became too unruly. He seemed to function relatively 
well until his second wife left him 15 months before his death. Although described by 
many as moody, depressive, isolated, difficult, Rothko was also described as one of the 
friendliest, yet loneliest, persons one could hope to meet. Exceptionally intelligent, he 
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could be very social and intellectually engaging when discussing art and ideas, and he 
maintained a close connection to his nuclear family for as long as he could. An older 
father, he seemed to love his two children very much. 
Rothko’s intelligence was a major factor in his achievement. Unlike most of the 
other artists in this study he neither came from a creative family, nor was he supported as 
a creative child. In fact, he didn’t pick up a paintbrush or pencil until his late teens. He 
dropped out of Yale University as an undergraduate to move to New York City, and 
although he took some classes at New York’s Art Students League, he is generally 
considered self-taught, having switched from an academic background and education to 
teach himself how to draw and paint and successfully exhibit in New York City. 
He had a strong appetite for most things in life. Good food, alcohol, chain 
smoking, vivid discussions about politics, art and philosophy—all these seemed to 
sustain him, yet also left him yearning for something more. He suffered from high blood 
pressure and had to take strong medication that provoked adverse side effects. He often 
didn’t sleep for extended periods and worked long hours every day. His deteriorating 
health significantly affected his artistic production in his later years. He suffered from a 
brain aneurysm, alcoholism, cirrhosis of the liver, bilateral emphysema, and gout. In 
addition, these various ailments were exacerbated as he aged by his lifelong tendency to 
overeat, drink, smoke and not exercise. It was not until the later years of his life that he 
was also diagnosed with global depression.   
Ever committed to ritual, Rothko acted deliberately not only in his day-to-day life, 
but also in the way he conducted his own death. On February 25, 1971, he first took an 
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overdose of anti-depressants, then removed his shoes and outer clothing and neatly 
placed his pants on the back of a chair. Drugged to numb the pain, he wrapped Kleenex 
on one side of a razor blade and made a deep cut in his left arm; he then switched hands 
and made another in his right. He had once told his studio assistant, “If I choose to 
commit suicide, everyone will be sure of it” (Breslin, 1993, p. 524). 
Rothko was very politically and philosophically engaged whenever he was in 
social gatherings with his peers and friends. Often staying up late into the evening, he 
would debate many ideas with a range of intellects at that time in New York. He was a 
constant reader of all types of books, particularly philosophical texts, and wrote down 
many of his own philosophies about art and the art world in journals published only after 
his death. Christopher Rothko explains his father’s reluctance to publish during his 
lifetime by pointing out that his father preferred people to visually respond to his work 
and did not wish to offer any written answers or prevent the viewer from asking the right 
questions.  
Mark Rothko refers to several key philosophers and philosophical ideas in his 
writings that compare the artist and the philosopher. In the essay “Beauty,” for example, 
he looks to the teachings of Plato. For Rothko, though the experience of beauty does 
entail an emotional element, it is much more than just an emotional experience. To 
describe the experience using only the language of emotion, thought Rothko, risks 
reducing that experience to the realm of mere sentiment. Rothko instead conceived the 
experience of beauty as a complex process involving “an exaltation which is 
communicated to us through the emotional system. This exaltation is usually composed 
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of sentiment, sensation, and, in its highest state, intellectual approbation.” (Rothko, 2004, 
p. 62) The marriage of reason, intellect and art is key to understanding Rothko’s point-of-
view. 
The role of the intellect is important in understanding the experience Rothko 
wishes to create for the viewer, and his own intelligence is keenly present in his 
development as an artist. Though he dropped out of college due to the difficult 
environment and his desire to study art in New York City, nevertheless, he was one of the 
first few Jewish men to matriculate at Yale University, which was no small 
accomplishment. He was a profuse reader of the Greek myths, history, philosophy, and 
politics. He rejected the idea of the artist as a childish and open vessel waiting for the 
muse to strike with little control, rational thought, or direction from within. To Plato’s 
claim in the Ion that “there is no invention in him [the poet or artist] until he has been 
inspired and is out of his sense, and the mind is no longer in him” (Plato, in Rothko, 
2004, p. 1), Rothko replies, “the persistence of this myth is the inadvertent homage which 
man pays to the penetration of his inner being as it is differentiated from his reasonable 
experience” (p. 1).  
The discussion is brought into another realm and where he describes it as a 
“reaction to rightness, reflected in an ideal of proportions, and as an apperception of 
harmoniousness whose recognition produces an exaltation…beauty conforms to the 
demands of the spirit.” (Rothko, 2004, p. 62). Aspects of transcendence enter the 
conversation when Rothko unites the experience of the beautiful with that of the spirit: it 
is as a “reaction to rightness, reflected in an ideal of proportions, and as an apperception 
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of harmoniousness whose recognition produces an exaltation [that] beauty conforms to 
the demands of the spirit” (Rothko, 2004, p. 62).  Rothko is directly influenced by Plato’s 
ideal of beauty. Plato claims there exists a perfect ideal or prototype that all human 
beings are already aware of and to which we all aspire. And any attempts to replicate or 
otherwise express this form of beauty are simply manifestations and different facets of 
the same ideal. “I became a painter,” Rothko writes, “because I wanted to raise painting 
to the level of poignancy of music and poetry” (Breslin, 2003, p. 174). 
Plato’s theory relates not only everyday objects to Ideal Forms (sometimes called 
simply Forms or Ideas), but also everyday objects and Ideal Forms to actual knowledge. 
With this theory, Plato differentiates between “Being and becoming. The former, the 
truly Real, is the realm of unchanging, formal definition and purely abstract reason, while 
the latter is the realm of transient reflections and unreliable sensory beliefs” (Gill, 2016). 
Therefore, we have two worlds, our world, where the object is located, and the other 
world, which houses the real, the true and the good. It is these two worlds that Rothko 
distinguishes through his exacting definitions, even as he seeks to create artworks that, in 
the experience of viewing, will provide the viewer a path between the two worlds.   
This ideal of beauty is inescapable. One cannot have the appearance or experience 
of beauty without some abstract ideal and preconceived knowledge of beauty. In addition 
to the artist portraying external appearances, depending on his skills, he also portrays 
internal truths by the process of recollection. What’s more, in portraying appearances, 
these artists also desire to paint perfection. Here Rothko looks to the writings of 
Leonardo da Vinci and Albrecht Dürer, who both claim that in order to convey a perfect 
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figure, one must combine varying elements of reality from those that seem the most 
perfect and create a composite synthetic figure. This statement implies that in nature 
perfection doesn’t exist, but it is the role of the artist to select and synthesize the various 
attributes to create an appearance of perfection and ideal of beauty.  
Rothko was also influenced by the increasingly heated mid-century debate over 
the struggle for artists to free themselves from traditional, realistic bonds. In 1935 artist 
Fernand Léger gave a lecture in which he declared that subject matter was “done for” and 
that form and design had been freed. Rothko was influenced by Léger’s statement that 
“color has a reality in itself, a life of its own; that a geometric form has also a reality in 
itself, independent and plastic” (Ashton, 1983, p. 34). Insert a sentence about a specific 
artwork or collection of artworks through which Rothko first achieves the reality of color 
in itself or the reality of geometric form in itself. 
In his writings on art and art making, Rothko cites Kierkegaard and his work Fear 
and Trembling as major influences. Specifically, Kierkegaard’s discussion of the biblical 
story describing the attempted sacrifice of Isaac by Abraham was central to Rothko’s 
“Recipe” for art. Rothko sees the conflict that Abraham experiences, having been 
commanded by God to sacrifice his own son, as analogous to the conflict of the artist: 
“what Abraham did was un-understandable; there was no universal law that condones 
such an act as Abraham had to carry out…. This is like the role of the artist” (Rothko, in 
Breslin, 1993, p. 392). Rothko also found Abraham’s reticence and restraint admirable in 
his decision not to tell Sarah of the sacrifice. Much like Abraham, as an artist, Rothko 
prefers to tell the viewer little, allowing audiences to reach their own conclusions:  
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My pictures are indeed facades … sometimes I open one door and one window or 
two doors and two windows…. Two things that painting is involved with: the 
uniqueness and clarity of image and how much does one have to tell. Art is a 
shrewdly contrived article containing seven ingredients combined for the utmost 
power and concreteness (Rothko, Mark in Breslin, 1993, p. 392). 
 
 
Rothko, Mark, Untitled, (1968) 
[Synthetic Polymer Paint on Canvas, 17 7/8 x 23 7/8" (45.4 x 60.8 cm)] 
Museum of Modern Art, New York 
 
Rothko felt that “Kierkegaard was writing about the artist who is beyond all 
others. And as I read him more and more I got so involved with his ideas that I identified 
completely with the artist he was writing about. I was that artist” (Breslin, 1993, p. 392). 
Rothko is critical of any form of imitation in art and speaks of those who can 
imitate the master better than he can imitate himself. He goes on to state that as skilled as 
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these practitioners may be, “they have no more knowledge of their soul than they have 
knowledge of their own” (Rothko, 2004, p. 20). He finds that the illustrator or 
fashionable portrait painter have more in common with the tabloid reporter or 
confectioner than with the fine artist. Ironically, he then states, “we are here neither to 
moralize nor to segregate art into levels of value. Each to his own work and may he do it 
well, and derive the rewards which he prizes most” (Rothko, 2004, p. 21). 
 
Recipe of a work of art  
1. There must be a clear preoccupation with death – intimations of 
mortality … Tragic art, romantic art, etc. deals with the knowledge of 
death. 
2. Sensuality. Our basis of being concrete about the world. It is a lustful 
relationship to things that exist. 
3. Tension. Either conflict or curbed desire. 
4. Irony. This is a modern ingredient – the self-effacement and examination 
by which a man for an instant can go on to something else. 
5. Wit and Play … for the human element. 
6. The ephemeral and chance … for the human element. 
7. Hope. 10% to make the tragic concept more endurable. (Breslin, 1993, p. 
390) 
 
 
Rothko found the material world problematic and a pervasive negative influence 
on his ideal of the pure artist and optimal environment for true art to take place. Once the 
decision is made to create art, the work must be prioritized above all else. Rothko was 
quite disparaging of the pursuit of materiality and writes approvingly of the real artist 
who retreats into the true realm of art-making, “ensconce[ing] himself in a world of the 
imagination in order to exempt himself from this unpleasantness” (Rothko, 2004, p. 9).  
Rothko wrote of the duality of the subjective and objective realms. In William 
James’s view, which is addressed in-depth in chapter 2, the dynamic between the two is 
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not disruptive since the objective realm seeks to draw the subjective into its orbit, while 
the subjective seeks greater credence for itself through dismissal of the objective. 
According to Rothko, “what constitutes the real unity of our age, then, is the reality of an 
abstraction of faith that all phenomena can submit to generalization. In other words, we 
are really recapturing the profundity of the Greeks, who accepted the unknowns as a 
positive element of reality” (Rothko, 2004, p. 27).  Rothko also makes an analogy to the 
experience of God as an experience never directly available to us. We can know God 
only through the manifestations of works, which never completely reveal the abstraction 
of God in its entirety. The experience of beauty, according to Rothko, is much like the 
experience of the abstractness of God in that “to feel beauty is … a reflection of the 
infiniteness of reality … for should we know the appearance of the abstraction itself, we 
would constantly reproduce only its image. As it is, we have the exhibition of the infinite 
variety of its inexhaustible facets, for which we should be thankful” (p. 65). 
Mark Rothko creates this potent experience for his viewers in his large blocks of 
blurred color layered in meditative and moving displays. He applies paint in a deliberate, 
multi-layered, textured manner to draw the viewer into his fields of color. When one 
approaches a Rothko, there is a striking sense of atmospheric depth that pulls the viewer 
in closer to the piece. One does not simply pass by a Rothko in a museum or gallery 
setting, as the vivid color, intimate height, and dense veil invite meditation and reflection. 
One does not simply view the work from a distance, but is instead invited to approach 
and gaze into what is beyond the dense fog of color. By creating thoroughly abstract 
subject matter with no reference to nature or a figure, Rothko conveys, in deliberate, 
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veiled layers of color, the movement toward transcendent experience.  
Rothko is one of few artists that consciously sought to provide transcendent 
experiences for his viewer. He is, by far, the most common artist mentioned when critics, 
writers, artists and the general public discuss this type of phenomenon. Rothko was well 
aware of the transcendent realm available to those who are open to receive it. His desire 
to facilitate this experience for viewers led him to read philosophy, write about his beliefs 
and approaches, and quietly, but purposefully, interview certain viewers when they were 
looking at works in progress, in order to confirm that the work was indeed conveying the 
kind of experience he intended. Rothko appears to have experienced the phenomenon of 
transcendence himself and wanted to provide this to his viewer, as he read and wrote 
philosophical essays to further his thinking. To ensure his legacy would continue beyond 
the grave, Rothko made it a condition that his works at the Tate Gallery would hang next 
to the works of another artist who also facilitates this type of phenomenon, British 
landscape artist of the romantic sublime J.W. Turner. 
The transcendent in Rothko’s art may resonate with so many of us because it 
assures us we are not alone, either in this world or in the one beyond and with all the 
struggles we struggle to explain Rothko’s art may give us hope. 
Mark Rothko, like all great artists and pioneers, created a new visual language 
based in the intellectual and philosophical in order to define his vision. Writer Andrew 
Forge sums up what Rothko discovered during his long artistic and philosophical 
journey: 
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… that a painting sufficiently large so that when you stand close, the edges are 
grayed off to one’s peripheral vision, takes on a kind of presence in its surface 
that renders internal relationships irrelevant. The moment color and scale begin a 
dialogue, a close viewing range is like opening a door into an internal realm 
(Rothko, Mark, in Ashton, 1983, p. 191). 
 
Rothko’s perception of how his work was viewed radically changed during the 
last decade of his life. Pop Art started to edge out Abstract Expressionism, and this meant 
a greater emphasis on the artist as an insider, hip, young, and trendy. This was quite a 
departure from the more introspective, moody, and philosophical New York School of 
painters, who saw their work as an escape from the difficulties of life. Rothko may have 
felt his work was becoming obsolete and underappreciated.  
Rothko’s perspective on life and art seemed to follow the pattern of a creative 
genius that slips further and further into a severe form of depression and eventually 
madness, ending in suicide. His work also follows this same trajectory, and he eventually 
succumbs to the darker points of that pleasure/pain duality by which he was so clearly 
influenced. The palette of his paintings, once vibrant, colorful, and translucent, shifts to 
darker, flat, opaque colors.  
As he withdrew further and became more protective of his work, he was offered a 
commission far from the art center of New York. In 1964 Rothko was commissioned by 
John and Domenique de Menil of Houston, Texas, to create artwork for a Catholic chapel 
designed by architect Phillip Johnson. This work culminated in a series of vast and 
solemn black rectangles displayed in the Houston Rothko Chapel, the artist’s final 
commission. The commission meant a great deal to Rothko, as conveyed in a letter he 
sent to the de Menils during the process: 
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The magnitude on every level of experience and meaning, of the task in 
which you have involved me exceeds all my preconceptions. And it is teaching me 
to extend myself beyond what I thought was possible for me. For this I thank you 
(Rothko, Mark, in Ashton, 1983, p. 176). 
 
 
Rothko, Mark, Houston Rothko Chapel 
Houston, Texas 
 
He worked on the commission for the next several years, continuing to read 
Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, and Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man by James Joyce. After 
the commission was complete, there was a void in him, on which his friends and family 
remarked, as he sunk into ever deeper depression. He painted a great deal in the last two 
years of his life, sometimes with the older, more colorful palette, but more often without 
color, instead preferring cold white or black. Viewing these new artworks, critics 
marveled at how the once color-dominated artist could now produce a grand and 
transcendental vision with no color whatsoever.  
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Mark Rothko was a product of his times; however, like all great pioneers of the 
plastic arts, he created a new visual language to define his vision. Drawing upon his 
history, relationships, and intellect, and with vigorous philosophical inquiry, Mark 
Rothko creates an experience for his viewers that exemplifies the duality of life: the pain 
and pleasure, the grave despair and wondrous joy universally experienced as existence. 
Dewey writes, “the moment of passage from disturbance into harmony is that of intensest 
life … [and] art celebrates with peculiar intensity the moments in which the past 
reinforces the present and in which the future is a quickening of what now is” (Dewey, 
1959, p. 18). In its exploration of life’s great universal themes, Mark Rothko’s work 
continues to outlive the artist, celebrating the beautiful harmony inherent in life’s 
journey, while also reminding us of the inevitable end that unites us all.  
 
 
 
Rothko, Mark, No. 8, 
Oil, acrylic and mixed media on canvas, 266.7 x 203.2 cm (105 x 80 in.) 
Gift of The Mark Rothko Foundation, Inc. 
National Gallery of Art, Washington D.C.  
Copyright © 1997 Christopher Rothko and Kate Rothko Prizel 
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Accomplishments: Applicability of Highly Creative Artist Criteria 
Like most of the other artists in this study (Kandinsky, Kollwitz, Lawrence and 
Varo) Mark Rothko was highy successful and sought after during his lifetime as well as 
after his death. He left behind 836 works on canvas displayed throughtout the world in 
prominent museums and private collections. His final achievement, the Rothko paintings 
at the Houston Rothko chapel, was awarded at the end of his career. He is the subject of 
multiple works of scholarship and prominent biographies, has had numerous national and 
international exhibitions, and his work gains the highest prices today among the 
contemporary art auctions.   
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Part Two: Findings from Rothko Primary Source Documents 
This section presents the findings from the coding and analysis of how Mark 
Rothko meets the Artist as Beautiful Soul framework (MMARBS).   
One of the primary selection criteria for this study is that the artist’s voice must 
inform the data. When analyzing the ethical nature of an individual, it is important to let 
the individual speak for himself or herself, which means the researcher must avoid 
superimposing external values or judging based on external sources. Therefore, every 
attempt has been made to find artists that have recorded their own ideas in written or 
audio form. With Mark Rothko there is the added benefit of his complex and copious 
writings about the creative process, the role of the artist, the subject, beauty, and other 
theories he wanted to convey in written form. This study draws heavily on his 
posthumous Philosophies: The Artist’s Reality. Enormously popular during his own 
lifetime, Mark Rothko was sought out for numerous print and audio interviews, many of 
which are included in this study. He is also the subject of an acclaimed biography by 
James Breslin.  
The first table (Table 39) is the breakout of the particular sources encompassing 
the Rothko primary and secondary source documents. The next table (Table 40.) directly 
correlates to the categories from the framework and identifies which ones are most 
applicable to Rothko.   
This will be followed by seven tables (Tables 41 - 47) which correlate to each 
major category from Table 40. and breaks them out into categories. This breakout offers a 
deeper analysis of the frequency of the number and percentage of the Rothko quotations 
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in relation to the framework.  These categories follow the framework presenting The 
Good and The Communal.  
 
Table 39. Rothko Documents and Quotations 
 
Rothko Source Document Number of Quotations Document Type 
The Artist’s Reality: 
Philosophies of Art 
 
208 Primary 
The Romantics were Prompted 25 Primary 
   
Masi Rothko Papers 24 Primary 
Mark Rothko: A Retrospective 24 Primary 
TOTAL Rothko Quotations 281  
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Table 40. Total Rothko Quotations Breakout of MMARBS Framework  
 Mark Rothio Count Percentage 
       
 THE GOOD: MORAL EXEMPLAR   
 Religiosity 264 9% 
 THE GOOD: MORAL EXEMPLAR   
 Philosophical or Religious Writings 231 8% 
 THE GOOD: MORAL EXEMPLAR   
 Ethics 665 24% 
 THE GOOD: MORAL EXEMPLAR   
 Reflections about Creative Process 417 15% 
 THE GOOD: MORAL EXEMPLAR   
 Influences 253 9% 
     
       
 THE COMMUNAL   
 Demonstrated Moral Action: Individual 13 5% 
 Demonstrated Moral Action: Imagery 215 8% 
 Solidarity 624 22% 
     
     
 TOTAL QUOTATIONS BREAKDOWN INTO 
FRAMEWORK MAJOR CATEGORIES 
2805 100% 
 
 
 
Figure 33: Rothko Breakout of Top Five Super Categories
 
 
The Good: Ethics 
24%
The Communal: 
Solidarity 22%
The Good: 
Reflections about 
Creative Process 
15%
The Good: 
Influences 9%
The Communal: 
Demonstrated 
Moral Action 
Imagery 8%
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1. THE GOOD: THE MORAL EXEMPLAR 
 
When Christianity came to the fore and became the state religion, its leaders decreed that 
art henceforth must be ecclesiastical and demanded a unity of art and dogma. Did the 
great artist discard the accumulations of centuries of beautiful growth in Greece, in 
Alexandria, in Antioch, and in Mesopotamia? What did he do but rearrange his 
inheritance? It is interesting to see how the Christian artist’s treatment of folds in 
garments is the continuation of the same folds found in the statues and pictures of the 
past which he loved. The postures of his figures are a carrying forth of the classical 
symmetry that is the soul of Greek art. And the attitudes of those figures are a 
transplantation of the peaceful and benign expressions so common in Greek tombstone 
monuments. So, too, the decorative arts of Assyria and the Egyptian attitudes of the 
Coptics all find their incorporation in the Christian artists’ new art. Christian art can no 
more be called new than Christian thought itself, for that simply is the consummation of 
the meeting of East and West in Asia Minor, where Greek Platonism is combined with the 
mysticism of the East and the puritanical legalism of the Oriental Jew. Christianity in art 
is therefore no more an invented species than Christian thought, for art, like thought, has 
its own life and laws, whose integrity is again as inviolable as the integrity of the laws of 
any other phenomenon (Rothko, Mark, 2004, p. 17). 
 
Table 41. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Religiosity 
 
RELIGIOSITY: ROTHKO 
 
 
Religiosity: Closeness to Religious or Spiritual Teacher/Mentor 2 1% 
Religiosity: Death/Afterlife 2 1% 
Religiosity: Disillusionment 1 0% 
Religiosity: Early Sense of Calling or doing God's work 1 0% 
Religiosity: Formal Religious Upbringing 0 0% 
Religiosity: Humanist 66 25% 
Religiosity: Practicing Member of Faith Religion 0 0% 
Religiosity: Pursuit of Metaphysical/Philosophical Truth 173 66% 
Religiosity: Recognition of other Faiths 0 0% 
Religiosity: Reference to Scripture/Sacred Religious Texts 18 7% 
Religiosity: Regular Meditation, Reflection 1 0% 
Religiosity: Religious Practice 0 0% 
   
TOTAL  264 100% 
 
Religiosity: Summary 
Rothko was raised and educated in the cheder tradition of the Jewish faith. Unlike 
many faith traditions where the religious education occurs on Sundays or after school, in 
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the cheder tradition, elementary education is integrated with Jewish lessons in the 
Hebrew alphabet, scripture, and other religious studies. Such faith-based knowledge takes 
precedence over secular knowledge in the child’s education. Rothko rejected this faith 
tradition as he became a teenager and young man. However, the fervor with which he 
approached his work retained a religious aspect. 
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2. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Philosophical Writings and Beliefs 
 
As soon as we begin to speak of art qualitatively we immediately imply a category for the 
existence of beauty. We say that one work of art is greater than another. Certainly this 
judgment is not based on the skill manifested in the work, for we shall find repeatedly 
that the artist to whom we have granted the laurel may have displayed his skills less aptly 
than the person to whom we have denied it. I do not believe that there is a single 
commentator on art in whose criticism you will not find something comparable to the 
following: that a particular artist had superlative skill, perhaps above that of any other 
man living, yet his works were far below that of so-and-so. The poem by Robert 
Browning on Andrea del Sarto (called “The Faultless Painter”) is a well-known 
illustration of this: as Browning makes clear, his more was less. Therefore skill itself is 
not an index to beauty. Of course, the artist must have sufficient means at his command to 
achieve his objective so that his work becomes convincingly communicative. But clearly 
it is something else which the art must communicate more than this before its author is 
seated among the immortals (Rothko, Mark, 2004, p. 63). 
 
Table 42. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Philosophical Writings and Beliefs 
 
PHILOSOPHICAL OR RELIGIOUS WRITINGS ROTHKO   
Philosophical Writings & Beliefs: Artists’ Sacrifice for their Art 20 9% 
Philosophical Writings & Beliefs: Meaning of Art 133 58% 
Philosophical Writings & Beliefs: Moral Imposition on Art 57 25% 
Philosophical Writings & Beliefs: Spiritual 20 9% 
Philosophical Writings & Beliefs: Journals, Published Writings, Letters 1 0% 
Philosophical Writings & Beliefs: Writings About Artist w/Ethical Focus 0 0% 
   
TOTAL  231 100% 
 
Philosphical Writings or Beliefs: Summary 
Rothko wrote original texts, or “philosophies,” that described process, product, 
and, most importantly, the viewer. For Rothko, the relationship with the viewer was 
inherent in the creative process. In addition, as an avid student of history, science and 
philosophy, he integrated his thoughts about art history, religion, and the creative process 
into his writings and journals. Rothko’s writings are metaphysical in their continual 
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search for a truth that can only be reached through the creation and presence of art. 
To emphasize the priority art must take in human thought and experience, Rothko 
places the artist on the same plane as others who enlighten, namely the poet and 
philosopher. He continues his analogy of artist and philosopher whereby “philosophy 
shares with art its preoccupation with ideas in the terms of logic” (p. 21). Rothko’s 
emphasis on intellect both reinforces the Platonic view of the philosopher as the highest 
form of citizen/leader for the perfect republic and elevates the childish view of the artist 
as idiot-savant to the more mature view of artist as philosopher-king. Both philosopher 
and artist achieve transcendence via intellect:   
Their [the philosophers’] chief occupation, like the artist, is the expression in 
concrete form of their notions of reality. Like him, they deal with the verities of 
time and space, life and death, and the heights of exaltation as well as the depths 
of despair. The preoccupation with these eternal problems creates a common 
ground which transcends the disparity in the means to achieve them (Rothko, 
Mark, 2004, p. 21). 
 
One can also see the influence of Nietzsche on Rothko, especially in the way 
Nietzsche compares artists and philosophers, both of whom are able to “view men and 
things as mere phantoms or dream-pictures” (Nietzsche, 1927, p. 2).  Nietzsche presents 
artists and philosophers as active, close observers in the interpretation of life. However, 
this interpretation is not just of the decorative, pleasant or beautiful. In order to achieve 
perfect understanding, artist and philosopher must also apprehend “the serious, the 
troubled, the sad, the gloomy, the sudden restraints, the tricks of fate, the uneasy 
presentiments, in short, the whole Divine Comedy of life, and the Inferno [must] also 
pass before him…in these scenes he lives and suffers” (p. 2). Nietzsche describes this 
dual phenomenon in detail with the tale of the Greek gods Apollo and Dionysus and the 
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“phenomenon that pain begets joy, that ecstasy may wring sounds of agony from us. At 
the very climax of joy, there is a cry of horror or a yearning lamentation for an 
irretrievable loss” (p. 6). Drawing a further similarity between artists and philosophers, 
Nietzsche states that both find infinite satisfaction in the present, and “this satisfaction 
protects him from the practical ethics of pessimism” (p. 6). One can see the visual impact 
of Rothko’s veiled blocks of color in the Nietzschean passage discussing the differences 
between the artist and the “theoretical man” (i.e., the scientist): “whenever the truth is 
unveiled, the artist will always cling with rapt gaze to whatever still remains veiled after 
the unveiling; but the theoretical man gets his enjoyment and satisfaction out of the cast-
off veil” (p. 7).  
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3. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Ethics  
The artist’s hand must reduce all of these experiences for man as well. His objective is 
different, however, for he must reduce all of the subjective and objective with the end of 
informing human sensuality. He tries to give human beings direct contact with eternal 
verities through reduction of those verities to the realm of sensuality, which is the basic 
language for the human experience of all things (Rothko, Mark, 2004, pp. 24-25). 
 
Table 43. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Ethics 
 
ETHICS: ROTHKO  Artist Publications 
Ethics: Artists Influence Each other 6 1% 
Ethical Influences: Education with Ethical Focus 0 0% 
Ethics: Adherence to non-violence action and belief 0 0% 
Ethics: Attention to the Poor/Underserved/Forgotten 3 0% 
Ethics: Disillusionment 9 1% 
Ethics: Harmony/Unity 108 16% 
Ethics: Integrity to the work 249 37% 
Ethics: Particular to Universal for Other Artists 103 15% 
Ethics: Search for Truth & Soul 178 27% 
Ethics: Socio-Political 9 1% 
Ethics: Strong Work Ethic 0 0% 
Ethics: Sustained Dedication/Commitment to Spiritual Life and Moral 
Action 
1 0% 
   
TOTAL ETHICS 666 100% 
 
Ethics: Summary 
Rothko was very influenced by the writings of Immanuel Kant, which led him to 
his specific ideas about the importance of the subject and ethics. He strongly objected to 
art historians and critics who classified his work as formalist or as part of the color field 
school. As he and A. Gottlieb wrote in 1943, “There is no such thing as good painting 
about nothing. We assert that the subject is crucial and only that the subject matter is 
valid which is tragic and timeless” (Rothko and Gotlieb in Stoker, 2008, p. 90). The 
Kantian emphasis on reason, logic and intellect were also central in Rothko’s philosophy 
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of art. Rothko admonishes even artists themselves for fostering the childish, anti-
intellectual myth of the artist: “Strange, but the artist has never made a fuss about being 
denied those estimable virtues other men would not do without: intellectuality, good 
judgment, a knowledge of the world, and rational conduct” (Rothko, 2004, p. 1-2). 
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4. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Reflection about Creative Process 
 
To understand either art or commercial art, we must penetrate the mind of their creators. 
Any parallels or classifications which can be useful in understanding these forms must 
discard this kinship of material and method and seek instead the motivations and 
objectives in their creation. The vernacular, too, hints vaguely at this distinction by 
drawing the jagged line of differentiation between the “fine” and “applied” arts. 
From the viewpoint of mind and purpose, no one resembles the artist less than those 
others who share his devices. The art of the advertising artist can be understood only by 
the study of the mind of the salesman. The aim of each is to sell his respective product by 
exaggerating its virtues and suppressing its defects. The illustrator will find his soul mate 
in the news reporter or the tabloid photographer. The verisimilitude of his descriptions 
will depend upon what appears real to his employer. The fashionable portrait painter is 
closest to those courtly flatterers whose hypocrisy is the ladder to material success. While 
the man who contrived his pictures so they look well above a sofa, as well as the 
decorator and stylist, shares the intentions of the confectioner, whose function it is to 
season luxury with the pleasures of the senses (Rothko, Mark, 2004, p. 20). 
 
Table 44. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Reflection on Creative Process 
 
REFLECTION ABOUT THE CREATIVE PROCESS: 
ROTHKO 
Artists 
Writings 
 
Reflection about Creative Process: Aesthetic, the Beautiful 44 11% 
Reflection about Creative Process: Aging Artist 1 0% 
Reflection about Creative Process: Critical Opinion 10 2% 
Reflection about Creative Process: Doubts 0 0% 
Reflection about Creative Process: Meaning 226 54% 
Reflection about Creative Process: Media, Method, Technique 135 32% 
Reflection about Creative Process: Work Ethic 1 0% 
   
TOTAL REFLECTION ABOUT CREATIVE PROCESS  417 100% 
 
 
Reflection about Creative Process: Summary 
In the essay “Art, Reality and Sensuality” (Rothko, 2004), Rothko makes a strong 
distinction between the “fine” and “applied” arts and their practitioners, whom he 
distinguishes as artists/painters and commercial artists, respectively. Because the 
illustrator, decorator, stylist and portraitist all employ the same media, devices, and 
methods of the artist, confusion may arise as to the relationship between the objectives of 
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the two different types of artists and the intent of their work. Rothko suggests that one 
must look beyond the “sleight of hand” employed by the commercial artists and more to 
the motivations and objectives to determine the goal of the creator in his/her creation. 
Here Rothko has been directly influenced by the Republic, where Plato writes of the 
magician or “sleight-of-hand-man and imitator who has deceived the viewer into the 
belief that he is all-wise because of his own inability to put to the proof and distinguish 
knowledge, ignorance, and imitation” (Hamilton and Cairns, 1961, 598c).  
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5. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Influences 
 
All in all, we can say that man has as often destroyed the work of artists in the hopes of 
achieving immortality as he has hoped to achieve immortality through the creation of 
such work. Even as late as the fifteenth century we have Savonarola decrying the making 
of pictures, inviting the populace to destroy them and, imparting his fervor to the artists 
themselves, convincing them to add their own works voluntarily to the flaming pyre in the 
hope of gaining immortality. Among those artists was Botticelli, who destroyed some of 
his best works, although he continued to paint. The Reformation, no doubt, accounts 
greatly for the turning of the Dutch to genre art, for they must have felt that Old 
Testament purism toward the representation of spiritual things. This change constituted 
its own type of vandalism, for it contributed greatly to the decline of great classical art 
(Rothko, Mark, 2004, p. 7). 
 
 
Table 45. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Influences 
INFLUENCES: ROTHKO  Artist’s Writings 
Influences: Community of Artists 2 2% 
Influences: Early Encouragement in Art 0 0% 
Influences: Family on Art 0 0% 
Influences: Other Artists 106 42% 
Influences: Personal Experiences 0 0% 
Influences: Poetry, Music, Dance 6 2% 
Influences: Political, Socio-Cultural, War, Poverty 10 4% 
Influences: Religious Figures 1 0% 
Influences: Spouse/Partner 0 0% 
Influences: Literary, Philosophical, Theological  127 50% 
TOTAL INFLUENCES 252 100% 
 
Influences: Summary  
 
Given his keen intellect, Rothko was an avid reader of history and philosophy. As 
with Kollwitz, music, particularly classical, was often playing in the studio while he was 
working. Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy profoundly influenced both Rothko’s life and 
the universal themes in his art. His studio assistant stated that he would observe Rothko 
reading the text over and over again while staring and meditating at his paintings for 
hours each morning. A myth about the loss of myth, The Birth of Tragedy tells of the 
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Greek gods Dionysus and Apollo and the art that “makes us realize that everything that is 
generated must be prepared to face its painful dissolution” (Breslin, p. 175). The duality 
that human beings face—of being one with one’s self and the inevitable annihilation of 
that self in death—was, Rothko felt, “the only serious thing; nothing else is to be taken 
seriously” (p. 175). 
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6. The Communal, Moral Action: Imagery and Individual 
 
I’m not interested in relations of color or form… I'm not an abstractionist." He [Rothko] 
explained that color was important to him as a vehicle to express ". . .basic human 
emotions—tragedy, ecstasy, doom… The people who weep before my pictures are having 
the same religious experience I had when I painted them. And if you, as you say, are 
moved only by their color relationships, then you miss the point (Rothko, Mark, 2006, p. 
119). 
 
Table 46. The Communal, Moral Action: Imagery and Individual 
 
MORAL ACTION IN IMAGERY AND INDIVIDUAL: MARK ROTHKO Artist’s Writings 
Moral Action in Imagery: Attention to Marginalized Groups 0 0% 
Moral Action in Imagery: Creative Process to Serve the Work 70 33% 
Moral Action in Imagery: Ethical Theme 3 1% 
Moral Action in Imagery: Frustration with Work 0 0% 
Moral Action in Imagery: Inspiration 11 5% 
Moral Action in Imagery: Loss, Bereavement, Personal 2 1% 
Moral Action in Imagery: Meaning beyond beauty 95 44% 
Moral Action in Imagery: Spiritual; Religious 34 16% 
   
TOTAL MORAL ACTION IN IMAGERY 215 100% 
   
Moral Action: Artist as Moral or Spiritual Vehicle 116 87% 
Moral Action: Demonstrated Moral Action 4 3% 
Moral Action: Regular - Duty to Underserved 0 0% 
Moral Action: Suffering and Sacrifice 13 10% 
   
TOTAL MORAL ACTION 133 100% 
 
 
Moral Action: Individual and Imagery: Summary  
Rothko’s attitude toward the role of the viewer is well understood by Alfred Molina, the 
actor playing Mark Rothko in the Mark Logan play Red. “The only thing he ever asked 
from his viewers,” says Molina, “was for them to put a little of the care and attention into 
looking at these paintings as he did when making them” (2010).  
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7. The Communal: Solidarity  
 
Art is such an action. It is a kindred form of action to idealism. They are both expressions 
of the same drive, and the man who fails to fulfill this urge in one form or another is as 
guilty of escapism as the one who fails to occupy himself with the satisfaction of bodily 
needs. In fact, the man who spends his entire life turning the wheels of industry so that he 
has neither time nor energy to occupy himself with any other needs of his human 
organism is by far a greater escapist than the one who developed his art. For the man 
who develops his art does make adjustments to his physical needs. He understands that 
man must have bread to live, while the other cannot understand that you cannot live by 
bread alone (Rothko, Mark, 2004, p. 10). 
  
Table 47. The Communal: Solidarity 
SOLIDARITY: ROTHKO   
Solidarity: Addresses areas of societal ills and suffering 7 1% 
Solidarity: Addresses Art Market, Monetary, Historical Problems of Artist 19 3% 
Solidarity: Advocates, Speaks out against atrocities 208 33% 
Solidarity: Belief in Engaging with Community 1 0% 
Solidarity: Concentration on the Worker, Ordinary 0 0% 
Solidarity: Consideration of the Viewer 20 3% 
Solidarity: Forms Community around Beliefs and Action 0 0% 
Solidarity: Nature 121 19% 
Solidarity: Role of the Artist 218 35% 
Solidarity: Sees Universal in All, particularly underserved, anti-elitist 28 4% 
Solidarity: Teaches Other Artists 3 0% 
   
TOTAL SOLIDARITY 625 100% 
 
Solidarity Summary 
Rothko wrote at length about the role of the artist. He considers the fine artist 
much more akin to the poet and philosopher than to his commercial artist counterparts. 
According to Rothko, the chief preoccupation of all three, artist, poet, and philosopher, is 
“the expression in concrete form of their notions of reality” (2004, p. 21). Like the poet 
and philosopher, the artist deals with eternal problems—the verities of time, space, life, 
death, the heights of exaltation, the depths of despair—and the shared focus on such 
problems transcends all differences in methods and media. Rothko further asserts that we 
   
 
 
220 
must use a common language in discussing the work of the artist, philosopher and poet 
since they all share common objectives. “Philosophy,” Rothko concludes, “shares with 
art its preoccupation with ideas in terms of logic” (2004, p. 21). 
A sickly, weak child ten years younger than his youngest sibling, Mark Rothko never 
quite outgrew the sense of loneliness that plagued little Marcus Rothkowitz, and the 
isolation Rothko experienced during his formative years likely contributed to the deep 
connection he sought with the viewer in his work. Although he had many artist-peers and 
several intimate relationships in New York, much of his work was infused with and 
shaped by early experiences of loss, loss of country, of the Jewish religion and of his 
father. Rothko’s work, emerging from a history of loss and loneliness, continually strives 
to establish intimate communion with the viewer, whose significance cannot be 
overstated. In Rothko’s philosophy, without the viewer, the art simply does not exist.  
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8. Other: Upbringing and External Recognition 
NONE 
 
Conclusion 
Upon first glance it may seem unusual to have an abstract painter based in New York 
city whose work was highly sought after during his lifetime considered a highly ethical 
role model for art students. However, it is with Rothko that the definition of the ethically 
exemplary artist broadens to include artists who seek to provide a transformative, and 
even, numinous experience for the viewer. Rothko’s keen intelligence and integration of 
complex philosophical theory into his creative process offers art students another way to 
think about creating such an experience for their viewer. It is said that when one truly 
experiences a Rothko he or she is moved to tears. This is not a unique phenomenon as it 
has been experienced by countless viewers. Rothko’s ability to bring metaphysical and 
spiritual forces in connection to the viewer through his work is one that would be of great 
benefit to the young artist.  
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Case Example #4: Wassily Kandinsky 
 
Kandinsky, Wassily, n.d.  
[Photograph] 
 
 
The artist has a triple responsibility to the non-artists: 
1)     He must repay the talent which he has; 
2)     His deeds, feelings, and thoughts, as those of every man, create a spiritual 
atmosphere which is either pure or poisonous; 
3) These deeds and thoughts are materials for his creations, which themselves exercise 
influence on the spiritual atmosphere. The artist is not only a king, as Peladan says, 
because he has great power, but also because he has great duties. If the artist be priest of 
beauty, nevertheless this beauty is to be sought only according to the principle of the 
inner need, and can be measured only according to the size and intensity of that need 
(Kandinsky, Wassily, 1977, p. 30). 
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This case example will introduce and present the ethical factors in the life and 
work of Wassily Kandinsky in two parts. Part one features a summary of his life and 
work compiled from secondary sources, key works of art, and accomplishments; and Part 
Two presents the data and findings from the application of the Masi Restored Beautiful 
Soul conceptual framework to his primary source material.  
Part One: Biography 
Wassily Kandinsky was born in Moscow in 1866 to an upper-class aristocratic 
family. His ancestors were exiled for a lengthy period for armed robbery and settled on 
the Russian border close to Mongolia. During this period, the family socialized with, and 
perhaps married into, the area’s Asian population, and numerous sources document that 
Kandinsky had Asian blood. This Asian influence manifested not only in his features, but 
also in his way of life and mode of thinking. Sources also report that Kandinsky thought 
of himself as a Chinese sage (Sers, 2016).  
Wassily Kandinsky’s father, Vasily Silvestrovich Kandinsky, was a highly 
successful tea merchant, and the elder man’s wealth supported his son throughout the 
latter’s legal and artistic studies and intermittently for much of Wassily’s life. He was 
baptized and raised in the Russian Orthodox faith and practiced continuously until his 
death. Kandinsky spent most of his years in Germany and Paris, but always identified 
himself as a Russian. He loved Moscow and wrote of it as the inspiration for all his 
artistic endeavors. He was trained as a lawyer and attended the University of Moscow. 
However, it was upon visiting the Hermitage in St. Petersburg, seeing Rembrandt’s 
paintings, and hearing Wagner’s music that his artistic aspirations started to take over. At 
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a young age, Kandinsky demonstrated a capacity for synesthesia. He perceived colors 
through their associations not only with visual objects, but also with sounds. These 
sounds varied in intensity according to the visual input: 
The sun dissolved the whole of Moscow into a single spot, which like a wild tuba, 
sets all one’s soul vibrating…Pink, lilac, yellow, white, blue, pistachio green, 
flame red houses, churches, each an independent song – the garish green of the 
grass, the deeper tremolo of the trees, the singing snow with its thousand voices, 
or the allegretto of the bare branches, the red, stiff, silent ring of the Kremlin 
Walls, and above, towering over everything, like a shout of triumph, like a self-
oblivious hallelujah, the long, white, graceful, serious line of the Bell Tower of 
Ivan the Great….To paint this house, I thought, must be for an artist the most 
impossible, the greatest joy (Kandinsky, Wassily, in Becks, 2003, pp. 7-8). 
 
Although he took art lessons at a young age, he did not embark on a career as an 
artist until his early 30s. He wrote of sitting in drawing class surrounded by young people 
while he was sporting a full beard. On first viewing Claude Monet’s painting Haystacks, 
Kandinsky experienced a revelation: failing to recognize the titular object in the work, he 
finally realized the power of color to create a spiritual experience for the viewer, one that 
made the object superfluous and intrusive to the immediate experience of the work. He 
decided to devote himself entirely to painting and, at the age of 30, moved to Munich. It 
was there he attended art school at the Royal Academy and met several artists who would 
form a likeminded community in which to cultivate his philosophical and spiritual 
beliefs.  
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Kandinsky, Wassily. Winter Landscape with Church, (1910-11) 
[Oil on board, 13” x 17 ½”] 
Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York,  
Solomon R. Guggenheim Foundation Collection, by Gift.   
 
In addition to creating art, Kandinsky was an organizer, teacher, intermediary and 
theoretician. In 1902, he founded his first community for artists, the Phalanx Artists 
Association. A few years later the association opened an art school where he also taught. 
The school lasted only a few years, but the experience provided him a model for the 
subsequent artists’ associations, schools, and writings he produced throughout his life to 
convey his ideas and teachings about art. He then traveled for several years throughout 
Europe and attended exhibitions, many of which (for example, the exhibitions of the 
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Fauvists in Paris) strongly impacted the art world. He moved back to Munich in 1908 and 
began a breakthrough period in his work that became less realistic and more expressive. 
His palette expanded while his sense of form became more primitive. In 1909, he 
established another association, the NKV or Neue Künstler Vereinigung [New Artists 
Association]. It was there that he worked closely with fellow artists Gabriele Münter, 
Alexei von Jawlensky, and, later, Franz Marc. The mission statement begins the first of a 
long series of writings by Kandinsky about the artist’s need to explore the internal world:  
Our point of departure is the belief that the artist, apart from the impressions that 
he receives from the world of external appearances, continually accumulates 
experiences within his own inner world. We seek artistic forms that should 
express the reciprocal permeation of all these experiences - forms that must be 
freed from everything incidental, in order powerfully to pronounce only that 
which is necessary - in short, artistic synthesis. This seems to us a solution that 
once more today unites in spirit increasing numbers of artists (Kandinsky, 
Wassily in Becks, 2003, pp. 92-93). 
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Kandinsky, Wassily. Blue Mountain (1908-9)  
[Oil on canvas, 41 ¾” x 38”] 
Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York,  
Solomon R. Guggenheim Foundation Collection, by Gift.   
 
In 1911 Kandinksy and Marc formed The Blaue Reiter Group. The blue rider was 
a frequent figure in Kandinsky’s iconography: a romantic fairytale figure, secret 
messenger, and medieval knight as Saint George embodying the virtues of saving 
humankind from evil. The color blue, Kandinsky felt, was evocative of heaven, and the 
blue rider was on a heroic quest to bring us toward our own heavenly and spiritual 
essence. The Blue Rider Group also produced an almanac, which sought to “emphasize 
good art from all places and times” (Kandinsky, 1977, p. vii). The only requirement for 
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membership to the group was that the artists must express their inner selves on the mutual 
quest for spiritual reality in art. The group showed the work of both Munich and non-
Munich artists working in a nonrealistic tradition with the spiritual at its core. It was this 
combination that gave the group its international scope and impact (p. vii). He had a close 
affinity with the group, which was working primarily within the genre of expressionist 
landscape. However, an eventual split occurred as he tried to convince the group to move 
more toward complete abstraction. The split became permanent when they rejected one 
of his works in their group exhibition.  
Kandinsky married his cousin, Anya Chimikian, in 1892, and they divorced in 
1911. In 1902, he met fellow artist Gabriele Münter, with whom he had a close 
professional and intimate relationship, which lasted until 1916. In 1917, he married a 
general’s daughter, Nina Andreevsky, with whom he had a son, Vsevdod, who died at 
three years of age. He and Nina returned to Russia in 1918. During the Russian 
Revolution he worked at the Commissariat of Popular Culture where he organized 22 
museums. He was also appointed the director and founding member of the Russian 
Academy of Artistic Sciences, and professor at the University of Moscow. In 1922 the 
couple moved to Germany and Kandinsky became a professor at the Bauhaus. He was 
one of the key figures of the Bauhaus until the Nazis shut it down in 1933. He then 
moved to Paris, where he died in 1944. 
Kandinsky’s philosophy and writings were the foundation for much of the 
twentieth century spiritual in art movements. The Blaue Reiter Almanac embodied many 
of the same principles and ideals of the exhibition society, and in particular, “emphasized 
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a diverse range of styles of art: primitive art, children’s sketches, Asiatic and African 
works and medieval woodcuts and sculpture were produced along with articles on music 
by distinguished contributors” (Kandinsky, viii, 1977).  
My book On the Spiritual in Art and the Blaue Reiter, too, had as their principal 
aim to awaken this capacity for experiencing the spiritual in material and in 
abstract phenomena, which will be indispensable in the future, making unlimited 
kinds of experiences possible. My desire to conjure up in people who still did not 
possess this rewarding talent was the main purpose of both publications 
(Kandinsky, Wassily in Becks, 2003, p. 74). 
 
 
 
Kandinsky, Wassily. Improvisation 28, (1912) 
 [Oil on canvas, 43 7/8” x 63 7/8”] 
Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York, 
 Solomon R. Guggenheim Foundation Collection, by Gift.   
 
The Blaue Reiter Almanac is considered one of the most important compilations 
of programmatic writings by an artist to appear in the twentieth century. Kandinsky’s 
subsequent book, Concerning the Spiritual in Art, was finally published in 1911 after 
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repeated rejections, and it has since been translated into several European languages and 
Japanese. His goal was to put down in print ideas about the fusion of art, color and music. 
He wanted to explore ways to free art from nature, a freedom he felt that, among all the 
arts at that time, only music had attained:  
The inner sound of a work of art must produce a corresponding resonance in the 
soul of the viewer. In general, colour is a means of exerting a direct influence 
upon the soul. Colour is the keyboard. The eye is the hammer. The soul is the 
piano, with its many strings. The artist is the hand that purposefully sets the soul 
vibrating by means of this or that key (Kandinsky, Wassily in Becks, 2003, p. 20). 
 
In 1926, Kandinsky published Point and Line to Plane, a book in which he 
presents his concept of form and complete abstraction. In this breakthrough publication, 
“Finally, Kandinsky achieved his ultimate goal of complete and total abstraction by 
defining a language of art that expressed the spiritual and awakened the soul” 
(DeAngelis, 2009, p. 9).   
Kandinsky was determined to make art a key aspect of humanity’s path toward 
spiritual unity. Convinced that art serves a unique role and wields a power unlike any 
other, he sought to provide a philosophy for others to follow:  
Painting is an art, and art is not vague production, transitory and isolated, but a 
power which must be directed to the improvement and refinement of the human 
soul – to, in fact, the raising of the spiritual triangle (Kandinsky, Wassily, 1977, 
p.54). 
 
He stakes a bold claim when he asserts that art is the only form that can fulfill this 
unique spiritual function. Furthermore, if art was not present in society, he thought, a 
vital powerful force would be lost, and the individual’s search for his or her own soul 
could never be completely fulfilled:  
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If art refrains from doing this work, a chasm remains unbridged, for no 
other power can take the place of art in this activity. And at times when the 
human soul is gaining greater strength, art will also grow in power, for the 
two are inextricably connected and complementary one to the other 
(Kandinsky, Wassily, 1977, p. 30). 
 
Like the moral exemplar, Kandinsky had specific directives for the sacrifices 
necessary to be an artist. He felt that to be an artist was to assume a duty, which entailed 
much hard work and was not to be taken on idly. Being an artist was a burdensome, yet 
very rewarding, responsibility and one for which the exploration of the inner soul was as 
important as the execution of technical acuity.   
 
Kandinsky, Wassily. Composition 8 (1923)  
[Oil on canvas, 55 1/8 x 79 1/8”] 
Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum,  
New York, Solomon R. Guggenheim Foundation Collection, by Gift.   
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Kandinsky’s writings speak equally to the most seasoned artist, the art student, 
and the general public. For the professional artist, he writes very specifically on the 
meaning and technical application and depiction of color and form in the execution of 
spiritual art. He then broadens his voice into a more general discussion, accessible to all 
readers, of the essence of art. Kandinsky inspires both creator and viewer to depart from 
the easy, materialistic, and decorative world of most of the arts and instead look to 
artworks that tap one’s inner feeling.  
The nightmare of materialism, which has turned the life of the universe into an 
evil, useless game, is not yet past; it holds the awakening soul still in its 
grip…There is, however, in art another kind of external similarity which is 
founded on a fundamental truth. When there is a similarity of inner tendency in 
the whole moral and spiritual atmosphere, a similarity of ideals, at first closely 
pursued but later lost to sight, a similarity in the inner feeling of any one period 
to that of another, the logical result will be a revival of the external forms which 
served to express those inner feelings in an earlier age…. The spectator feels a 
thrill in himself, the picture can deepen and purify that of the spectator 
(Kandinsky, Wassily, 1977, p.53). 
 
There are key points of intersection between Kandinsky’s life and that of the 
archetypal moral exemplar. In the blue rider, he created a central recurring icon to 
exemplify his pursuit of the virtue of truth. His proclamations of the power of art to 
provide this unique aspect of truth are moving and eloquent. Truth, for Kandinsky, was 
the pursuit of the inner need, the cultivation of inner soul, and was only attainable 
through the spiritual aspects of the art process. His strong religious upbringing and 
commitment to his faith was also a major influence in this ideology. In addition to his 
Russian Orthodox faith, his capacity for synesthesia provided a solid foundation for his 
creative and philosophical beliefs. Like the moral exemplars Dorothy Day and Martin 
Luther King Jr., Kandinsky had a robust sense of duty and responsibility often seen in his 
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writings to other artists. Like the moral exemplars Gandhi and Thich Nhat Hanh, 
Kandinsky demonstrated strong commitment to the communities he founded. Many of 
these artistic communities and publications exerted a global impact on the arts. Finally, 
although narrowly received during his lifetime, after his death, Kandinsky’s philosophy 
proliferated, and he is now considered one of the founding members of the modern art 
movement and abstract painting, and some consider the founder of the spiritual in art 
movements that took hold in the early twentieth centuries. His work appears in museums 
throughout the world, and many of his books are still in print. Given its universal appeal 
to humankind’s spiritual and virtuous nature, Kandinsky’s philosophy continues to 
influence artists working today. Viewers encountering his art still experience a sense of 
transcendent awe: 
And so, the arts are encroaching one upon the other, and from a proper use of 
this encroachment will rise the art that is truly monumental. Every man who 
steeps himself in the spiritual possibilities of his art is a valuable helper in the 
building of this spiritual pyramid which will someday reach to heaven 
(Kandinsky, Wassily, 1911, p. 20). 
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Kandinsky, Wassily, Blue Painting, (1924)  
[Oil on canvas, 19 7/8 x 19 ½”] 
Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York,  
Solomon R. Guggenheim Foundation Collection, by Gift.  
 
 
Accomplishments: Applicability of Highly Creative Artist Criteria 
Kandinsky was highly successful in his lifetime, exhibiting in solo and group 
exhibitions with other prominent artists. In 1921, Kandinsky helped found the Russian 
Academy of Artistic Sciences, and in 1922 left to join the Bauhaus art movement. He was 
one of the key figures of the Bauhaus until the Nazis shut it down in 1933. He moved to 
Paris where he died in 1944. He has been the focus of several retrospectives at prominent 
international art museums and is the subject of several catalogues raisonnés due to his 
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prolific output, including a two-volume set of oil paintings (Roethel, 1982) and another 
two-volume set of his watercolors (Roethel, 2003). His writings are still in print and 
widely read by artists, laypersons, academics, and art students. The Italian artist 
Prampolini called him “the Giotto of our time” (Grohmann, 1958, p. 9). 
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Part Two: Findings from Kandinsky Primary Source Documents 
 
This section presents the findings from the coding and analysis of how Wassily 
Kandinsky meets the MMARBS.   
For coding purposes, having reliance on Kandinsky’s The Spiritual in Art as a 
primary source has resulted in less data on his reflections about his own work and 
viewers’ reaction to the work than would otherwise be the case. In addition, the over 800-
page publication Kandinsky: Complete Writings on Art offers a similar linguistic pattern 
and perspective in his lectures, articles, manifestos, and other books. Other than several 
letters and his chapter entitled Reminiscences, Kandinsky writes in the first-person plural, 
using “we,” and the second-person, using “you”; he rarely uses “I.” In these writings, 
Kandinsky takes on the role of educator to an audience of the artist, the layperson or the 
viewer. Even when he writes letters to his student and romantic interest, Gabriele Münter, 
the tone is that of a friend, then lover, teacher, and general supporter of her work, with 
little discussion of his own inner thoughts of his process, work, struggles or 
accomplishments (Hoberg, 1994). 
Resources for the artistic voice of Wassily Kandinsky are varied and lengthy. His 
Complete Writings is over 800 pages and includes his most well-known book, On the 
Spiritual in Art. These two texts are the primary sources for this study. Whenever 
possible direct Kandinsky quotes related to the study were also coded from exhibition 
catalogs, articles, and other sources. 
The first table (Table 48) is the breakout of the particular sources encompassing 
the Kandinsky primary and secondary source documents. The next table (Table 49) 
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directly correlates to the categories from the framework and identifies which ones are 
most applicable to Kandinsky.  
This will be followed by eight tables (Tables 50 - 57) which correlate to each 
major category from Table 49 and breaks them out into categories. This breakout offers a 
deeper analysis of the frequency of the number and percentage of the Kandinsky 
quotations in relation to the framework.  These categories follow the framework 
presenting The Good and The Communal.  
 
Table 48. Kandinsky Documents and Quotations 
 
Kandinsky Source Document Number of 
Quotations 
Document Type 
The Spiritual in Art/Kandinsky 190 Primary 
Complete Writings of Art/Kandinsky 29 Primary 
   
Masi Kandinsky Paper 4 Primary 
Kandinsky: Elements in Art/Sers 9 Primary 
TOTAL Kandinsky Quotations 232  
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Table 49. Total Kandinsky Quotations Breakout of MMARBS Framework 
Wassily Kandinsky     Artists Publications 
            
THE GOOD: MORAL EXEMPLAR       
Religiosity     262 9% 
THE GOOD: MORAL EXEMPLAR       
Philosophical or Religious Writings 393 13% 
THE GOOD: MORAL EXEMPLAR      
Ethics       761 25% 
THE GOOD: MORAL EXEMPLAR      
Reflections about Creative Process 246 8% 
THE GOOD: MORAL EXEMPLAR      
Influences     158 5% 
           
   THE COMMUNAL        
Demonstrated Moral Action: Individual 543 18% 
Demonstrated Moral Action: Imagery 115 4% 
           
Solidarity     563 18% 
Upbringing       8 0 
        3049 100% 
 
 
Figure 40: Kandinsky Breakout of Top Five Super Categories 
 
 
  
The Good: Ethics 
25%
The Communal: 
Demonstrated 
Moral Action, 
Individual 18%
The Communal: 
Solidarity 18%
The Good: 
Philosophical 
Writings and 
Beliefs 13%
The Good: 
Religiosity 9%
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1. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Religiosity  
 
 
The work of art is born of the artist in a mysterious and secret way. From him it gains life 
and being. Nor is its existence casual and inconsequent, but it has a definite and 
purposeful strength, alike in its material and spiritual life. It exists and has power to 
create spiritual atmosphere; and from this inner standpoint one judges whether it is a 
good work of art or a bad one. If its "form" is bad it means that the form is too feeble in 
meaning to call forth corresponding vibrations of the soul (Kandinsky, Wassily,  1977, p. 
53). 
 
Table 50. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Religiosity 
 
 
RELIGIOSITY: KANDINSKY Artist Publications 
Religiosity: Closeness to Religious or Spiritual Teacher/Mentor 0 0% 
Religiosity: Death/Afterlife 0 0% 
Religiosity: Disillusionment 19 7% 
Religiosity: Early Sense of Calling or doing God's work 4 2% 
Religiosity: Formal Religious Upbringing 2 1% 
Religiosity: Humanist 15 6% 
Religiosity: Practicing Member of Faith Religion 1 0% 
Religiosity: Pursuit of Metaphysical/Philosophical Truth 193 74% 
Religiosity: Recognition of other Faiths 3 1% 
Religiosity: Reference to Scripture/Sacred Religious Texts 21 8% 
Religiosity: Regular Meditation, Reflection 0 0% 
Religiosity: Religious Practice 4 2% 
 
TOTAL  
262 100% 
 
 
Religiosity Summary 
 
Unlike most of the artists in this study, Kandinsky was not only raised in a 
traditional faith (Russian Orthodoxy), but was also a lifetime practicing member. In his 
most religious and spiritual texts, Kandinsky wrote of the various stages of man’s 
spiritual growth in the form of a spiritual triangle. At the bottom are members of all faith 
traditions that may proclaim their allegiance to God but are truly atheists at heart, as 
demonstrated by their materialistic and self-absorbed practices. In politics, he identifies 
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these individuals as both democrats and republicans, and in science, he points to the 
positivists, who rely only on what can be “weighed and measured” (Kandinsky, 1977, p. 
11). At the middle level, individuals are plagued by a sense of disturbance or 
bewilderment. As one gets higher in the triangle, this sense of bewilderment dissipates as 
individuals begin to rely less on science for matters of the spiritual and turn instead to a 
theosophical theory that cultivates spirit through the pursuit of inner knowledge. It is 
through literature, music and art that one can “turn away from the soulless life of the 
present towards those substances and ideas which give free scope to the non-material 
strivings of the soul” (p. 14). 
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2. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Philosophical Writings and Beliefs 
 
The spectator is too ready to look for a meaning in a picture—i.e., some outward 
connection between its various parts. Our materialistic age has produced a type of 
spectator or "connoisseur," who is not content to put himself opposite a picture and let it 
say its own message. Instead of allowing the inner value of the picture to work, he 
worries himself in looking for "closeness to nature," or "temperament," or "handling," or 
"tonality," or "perspective," or what not. His eye does not probe the outer expression to 
arrive at the inner meaning.  
In a conversation with an interesting person, we endeavour to get at his fundamental 
ideas and feelings. We do not bother about the words he uses, nor the spelling of those 
words, nor the breath necessary for speaking them, nor the movements of his tongue and 
lips, nor the psychological working on our brain, nor the physical sound in our ear, nor 
the physiological effect on our nerves. We realize that these things, though interesting 
and important, are not the main things of the moment, but that the meaning and idea is 
what concerns us.  
We should have the same feeling when confronted with a work of art. When this becomes 
general the artist will be able to dispense with natural form and colour and speak in 
purely artistic language (Kandinsky, Wassily, 1977 p. 49). 
 
Table 51. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Philosophical Writings and Beliefs 
 
PHILOSOPHICAL WRITINGS & BELIEFS: KANDINSKY   0% 
Philosophical Writings & Beliefs: Artists' Sacrifice for their Art 18 5% 
Philosophical Writings & Beliefs: Meaning of Art 131 33% 
Philosophical Writings & Beliefs: Moral Imposition on Art 53 13% 
Philosophical Writings & Beliefs: Spiritual 176 45% 
Philosophical Writings & Beliefs: Journals, Published Writings, Letters 3 1% 
Philosophical Writings & Beliefs: Writings About Artist w/Ethical Focus 12 3% 
TOTAL 393 100% 
 
Philsophical Writings and Beliefs Summary 
In a similar manner to Mark Rothko, Kandinsky writes of the need for the viewer and 
artist to reduce and even eliminate any reliance on visual references to nature, reality, and 
recognized form. In order for the true meaning of the art to come through to the viewer, it 
is necessary to remove all references so the viewer may engage with the inner value of 
the picture. Above all, the artist must convey the inner idea and value.  
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3. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Ethics 
 
We must find, therefore, a form of expression which excludes the fable and yet does not 
restrict the free working of colour in any way. The forms, movement, and colours which 
we borrow from nature must produce no outward effect nor be associated with external 
objects. The more obvious is the separation from nature, the more likely is the inner 
meaning to be pure and unhampered (Kandinsky, Wassily, 1977 p. 50).  
 
Table 52. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Ethics 
 
ETHICS: KANDINSKY   
Ethical Influences: Education with Ethical Focus 0 0% 
Ethics: Adherence to non-violence action and belief 1 0% 
Ethics: Attention to the Poor/Underserved/Forgotten 1 0% 
Ethics: Disillusionment 26 3% 
Ethics: Harmony/Unity 206 27% 
Ethics: Integrity to the work 189 25% 
Ethics: Particular to Universal for Other Artists 108 14% 
Ethics: Search for Truth & Soul 207 27% 
Ethics: Socio-Political 6 1% 
Ethics: Strong Work Ethic 17 2% 
Ethics: Sustained Dedication/Commitment to Spiritual 
Life and Moral Action 
0 0% 
TOTAL 761 100% 
 
Ethics Summary 
One of the most compelling attributes of the moral exemplar is his or her ability to 
take the individual element of an experience and make it universally understood to others. 
This frequently occurs through storytelling in the more traditional examples of moral 
exemplars. Kandinsky’s primary goal in his writings and artwork is to take the 
foundational and singular characteristics of visual art (e.g. form, color, line, composition) 
and employ them in such a way that a universal phenomenon of inner meaning is 
conveyed by the artist, through the artwork, and to the viewer.  
Kandinsky lived through the Russia Revolution, two World Wars, and other periods 
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of major geopolitical conflict. His family experienced exile before he was born, and in 
1920 he was forced to leave his beloved Moscow for the second time due to his lack of 
sympathy with the pervasive communist ideology. Little direct mention is made, 
however, in his writings of his views on or reactions to war, socio-political issues, or 
other themes related to social injustice. Many works he created during periods of war 
refer to scripture and religious writings, such as St. John’s Book of Revelation, and other 
religious motifs, such as the Garden of Eden, the Deluge, the Last Judgment, and the 
Apocalypse (particularly the horsemen, which repeatedly appear in his work). Although 
he was forced to leave Germany in 1933 due to political pressures, “he did not allow the 
mood of desolation pervading war-torn Europe to enter the paintings and watercolors that 
he produced in France, where he remained until his death in 1944” (Guggenheim, 2018). 
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4. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Reflection about Creative Process 
 
The spirit, like the body, can be strengthened and developed by frequent exercise. Just as 
the body, if neglected, grows weaker and finally impotent, so the spirit perishes if 
untended. And for this reason, it is necessary for the artist to know the starting point for 
the exercise of his spirit. 
 
The starting point is the study of colour and its effects on men. 
There is no need to engage in the finer shades of complicated colour, but rather at first to 
consider only the direct use of simple colours. (Kandinsky, Wassily, 1977 p. 36). 
 
Table 53. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Reflection about Creative Process 
 
REFLECTION ABOUT CREATIVE PROCESS: KANDINSKY   
Reflection about Creative Process: Aesthetic, the Beautiful 1 0% 
Reflection about Creative Process: Aging Artist 0 0% 
Reflection about Creative Process: Critical Opinion 0 0% 
Reflection about Creative Process: Doubts 0 0% 
Reflection about Creative Process: Meaning 113 46% 
Reflection about Creative Process: Media, Method, Technique 132 54% 
Reflection about Creative Process: Work Ethic 0 0% 
TOTAL 246 100% 
 
 
Reflection about Creative Process Summary 
Although his name is universally known and he had a wide circle of 
contemporaries, Wassily Kandinsky is also a man of mystery. Only close friends knew of 
his positive attitude and generous nature. This may be due to the fact that most of his life, 
he lived as a foreigner in other countries, was a devout Russian Orthodox, and strongly 
identified as a Russian. In addition, he writes of the need to decrease the external in order 
to increase access to the internal—an imperative he sought to embody throughout his life. 
Therefore, he writes less about his own personal creative process and more from a 
teaching perspective.  
Kandinsky was greatly influenced by philosopher Johan Wolfgang von Goethe’s 
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Theory of Colours. Although this book is not a foundational text used in technical classes 
for artists, it has had a profound influence on many artists, physicists and philosophers. 
Goethe was less interested in the optical phenomena of how color is perceived and more 
concerned with the phenomenological experience of color. Therefore, Kandinsky writes 
at length about how certain colors will convey certain emotional and spiritual 
experiences. For example, to Kandinsky “blue is the typical heavenly colour” 
(Kandinsky, Wassily, 1977, p.110). 
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5. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Influences 
 
Something similar [speaking to the spirit] may be noticed in the music of Wagner. His 
famous leitmotiv is an attempt to give personality to his characters by something 
beyond theatrical expedients and light effect. His method of using a definite motiv is a 
purely musical method. It creates a spiritual atmosphere by means of a musical 
phrase which precedes the hero, which he seems to radiate forth from any distance. 
The most modern musicians like Debussy create a spiritual impression, often taken 
from nature, but embodied in purely musical form. For this reason Debussy is often 
classed with the Impressionist painters on the ground that he resembles these painters 
in using natural phenomena for the purposes of his art. Whatever truth there may be 
in this comparison merely accentuates the fact that the various arts of today learn 
from each other and often resemble each other. But it would be rash to say that this 
definition is an exhaustive statement of Debussy's significance. Despite his similarity 
with the Impressionists this musician is deeply concerned with spiritual harmony, for 
in his works one hears the suffering and tortured nerves of the present time. And 
further Debussy never uses the wholly material note so characteristic of programme 
music, but trusts mainly in the creation of a more abstract impression. 
 
And so at different points along the road are the different arts, saying what they are 
best able to say, and in the language which is peculiarly their own. Despite, or 
perhaps thanks to, the differences between them, there has never been a time when 
the arts approached each other more nearly than they do today, in this later phase of 
spiritual development. 
 
In each manifestation is the seed of a striving towards the abstract, the non-material. 
Consciously or unconsciously they are obeying Socrates' command—Know thyself. 
Consciously or unconsciously artists are studying and proving their material, setting 
in the balance the spiritual value of those elements, with which it is their several 
privilege to work. 
 
And the natural result of this striving is that the various arts are drawing together. 
They are finding in Music the best teacher. With few exceptions music has been for 
some centuries the art which has devoted itself not to the reproduction of natural 
phenomena, but rather to the expression of the artist's soul, in musical sound 
(Kandinsky, 1977, p. 16). 
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Table 54. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Influences 
 
INFLUENCES: KANDINSKY   
Influences: Community of Artists 0 0% 
Influences: Early Encouragement in Art 0 0% 
Influences: Family on Art 1 1% 
Influences: Other Artists 41 26% 
Influences: Personal Experiences 16 10% 
Influences: Poetry, Music, Dance 45 28% 
Influences: Political, Socio-Cultural, War, Poverty 23 15% 
Influences: Religious Figures 0 0% 
Influences: Spouse/Partner 0 0% 
Influences: Literary, Philosophical, Theological Influences 32 20% 
TOTAL 158 100% 
 
Influences Summary 
 
In his writings about conveying the inner spirit in visual art (and perhaps due to his 
capacity for synesthesia), Kandinsky places great emphasis on certain composers and 
their ability to engage the listener in a spiritual experience. He also uses examples of 
dance, poetry, and other forms of literature.   
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6. The Communal, Moral Action: Imagery and Individual 
 
Finally, I would remark that, in my opinion, we are fast approaching the time of reasoned 
and conscious composition, when the painter will be proud to declare his work 
constructive. This will be in contrast to the claim of the Impressionists that they could 
explain nothing, that their art came upon them by inspiration. We have before us the age 
of conscious creation, and this new spirit in painting is going hand in hand with the spirit 
of thought towards an epoch of great spiritual leaders. (Kandinsky, Wassily, 1977 p. 57). 
 
Table 55. The Communal: Moral Action: Imagery and Individual 
 
MORAL ACTION: KANDINSKY 
 
  
Moral Action in Imagery: Attention to Marginalized Groups 1 0% 
Moral Action in Imagery: Creative Process to Serve the Work 106 16% 
Moral Action in Imagery: Ethical Theme 12 2% 
Moral Action in Imagery: Frustration with Work 7 1% 
Moral Action in Imagery: Inspiration 41 6% 
Moral Action in Imagery: Loss, Bereavement, Personal 0 0% 
Moral Action in Imagery: Meaning beyond beauty 182 28% 
Moral Action in Imagery: Spiritual; Religious 194 29% 
   
Moral Action: Artist as Moral or Spiritual Vehicle 69 10% 
Moral Action: Demonstrated Moral Action 30 5% 
Moral Action: Regular - Duty to Underserved 1 0% 
Moral Action: Suffering and Sacrifice 15 2% 
   
TOTAL  658 100% 
 
 
Moral Action Individual and Imagery Summary  
Kandinsky writes of the dangers of a materialistic and soulless society where chaos 
and selfishness reign supreme. It is during these periods that the spiritual artist is ignored 
and isolated as individuals fall down in the spiritual triangle. However, it is up to the 
artist to continue during these periods of spiritual drought to create works that express the 
inner meaning of the soul and can therefore lift the soul back into alliance with the divine 
represented in the upper tiers of the spiritual triangle.   
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7. The Communal: Solidarity 
 
The spectator is too ready to look for a meaning in a picture—i.e., some outward 
connection between its various parts. Our materialistic age has produced a type of 
spectator or "connoisseur," who is not content to put himself opposite a picture and let it 
say its own message. Instead of allowing the inner value of the picture to work, he 
worries himself in looking for "closeness to nature," or "temperament," or "handling," 
or "tonality," or "perspective," or what not. His eye does not probe the outer expression 
to arrive at the inner meaning. In a conversation with an interesting person, we 
endeavour to get at his fundamental ideas and feelings. We do not bother about the 
words he uses, nor the spelling of those words, nor the breath necessary for speaking 
them, nor the movements of his tongue and lips, nor the psychological working on our 
brain, nor the physical sound in our ear, nor the physiological effect on our nerves. We 
realize that these things, though interesting and important, are not the main things of the 
moment, but that the meaning and idea is what concerns us. We should have the same 
feeling when confronted with a work of art. When this becomes general the artist will be 
able to dispense with natural form and colour and speak in purely artistic language 
(Kandinsky, Wassily, 1977, p. 49) 
 
Table 56. The Communal: Solidarity 
 
SOLIDARITY: KANDINSKY   
Solidarity: Addresses areas of societal ills and suffering 2 0% 
Solidarity: Addresses Art Market, Monetary, Historical Problems of Artist 1 0% 
Solidarity: Advocates, Speaks out against atrocities 54 10% 
Solidarity: Belief in Engaging with Community 0 0% 
Solidarity: Concentration on the Worker, Ordinary 1 0% 
Solidarity: Consideration of the Viewer 27 5% 
Solidarity: Forms Community around Beliefs and Action 3 1% 
Solidarity: Nature 67 12% 
Solidarity: Role of the Artist 95 17% 
Solidarity: Sees Universal in All, particularly underserved, anti-elitist 149 26% 
Solidarity: Teaches Other Artists 163 29% 
TOTAL 563 100% 
 
Kandinsky ascribes to the spiritual artist not only great power in his ability to convey 
spiritual experience but also great responsibility. He writes frequently of duty, 
responsibility, sacrifice, and service, using these and other moral terms to explain how 
the artist must conduct him or herself in practice and continuously cultivate the inner life 
of the self.   
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8. Other: Upbringing and External Recognition 
NO DATA 
External Recognition 
Although Kandinsky exhibited widely and in several different countries during his 
lifetime, he rarely wrote about critical opinion, viewer reaction, or other observations 
related to the exhibition aspect of his career. Instead, he was far more interested in 
discussing publications of his writings.  
Conclusion 
Wassily Kandinsky was both an artist and a writer. He founded a community of 
artists and movement based on his theories about how to create a spiritual experience for 
his viewer. His contribution to the modern art movement is one that is unsurpassed by 
most artists. His ability to take his own creative process and ability to provide 
transformative experiences to the viewer through his art and then chronicle this creative 
process and his theories so thoroughly is what makes him highly unusual as well as 
ethical. He felt being an artist was a duty and not to be taken lightly. His was a mission 
that never wavered and has transformed the art field for generations.   
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Case Example # 5: Vincent Van Gogh 
 
 
Van Gogh, Vincent, Self-Portrait, (1887) 
[Oil on canvas] 
Van Gogh Museum, Amsterdam 
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This case example will introduce and present the ethical factors in the life and 
work of Vincent van Gogh in two parts. Part one features a summary of his life and work 
compiled from secondary sources, key works of art, and accomplishments; and Part Two 
presents the data and findings from the application of the Artist as Beautiful Soul 
(MMARBS) conceptual framework to his primary source material.  
Part One: Biography 
 “Isn’t he the artist who cut off his ear?” 
“You can’t make a living as an artist—Van Gogh never exhibited or sold his work in his 
entire lifetime.”  
“Didn’t he commit suicide? Just goes to show that artists are crazy.” 
“His family supported him his entire life. What a deadbeat. Why didn’t he ever get a real 
job?”  
“Don’t ever become an artist—you’ll end up like Vincent van Gogh.” 
Vincent Willem van Gogh (1853 – 1890) is one of the most famous and 
influential artists in history. His work is admired and beloved by countless viewers over 
the world. He is often spoken of in the same breath as Rembrandt, Michelangelo, and 
Picasso as one of the greatest geniuses of visual art. However, despite his legendary 
status and the nearly universal appreciation of his work, he is also one of the most 
misunderstood artists in history. As with many historical figures, the most dramatic and 
tragic aspects of his life obscure the true, complex nature of the artist himself and what he 
was able to achieve despite extremely difficult personal challenges. His story has stoked 
many mistruths about the supposedly doomed life of the archetypal artist, the most 
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damaging of which is the erroneous notion that Van Gogh’s mental illness was the sole 
source of his artistic output. 
In fact, his artistic gifts and prodigious output were largely due to innate talent, 
extremely hard work, sacrifice, an early dedication to the underserved in society, and, one 
of the most important elements, a generous and loving brother, Theo. Van Gogh was one 
of the few individuals with severe mental illness who was able to produce quickly even 
after experiencing debilitating manic and depressive episodes and multiple 
hospitalizations. His was one of the shortest lives of a major artist, as he was only active 
for ten years before he committed suicide, but thankfully, he left behind over 850 
paintings and almost 1300 works on paper, including drawings, pastels, and watercolors.   
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Van Gogh, Vincent, Head of a Skeleton with a Burning Cigarette (1886) 
[Oil on canvas, 32.3 cm x 24.8 cm] 
Van Gogh Museum, Amsterdam (Vincent van Gogh Foundation) 
 
 
Van Gogh was born into an upper-middle-class family in the Brabant village of 
Zundert in the southern Netherlands. He was named after his grandfather and was born 
one year after the death of a stillborn baby also named Vincent. He had five siblings, 
including his brother Theo, who was named after their father and born four years after 
Vincent. The Van Goghs were a family of artists and ministers. Though Vincent chose 
the path of an artist, his early spiritual influences are manifested in his depictions of 
subjects such as peasants, Dutch and French landscape, simple ordinary home interiors, 
and celestial skies and flowers, all of which he painted in a rich painterly surface and 
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expressive style. His very early years were happy ones, and his writings from this period 
often refer to pleasant walks in the Dutch landscape. He was then sent away to school, a 
time of deep unhappiness. When he turned 16, a family member procured him a position 
at the well-known art dealer Goupil. With offices in London, young Vincent could finally 
pursue his love of art and literature. He moved to the city and spent three happy years 
visiting all the museums to view great works of Western art.  
The son of a minister, Vincent read a great deal of the Bible and frequently quoted 
scripture in his letters. He was exposed to the poets active at the time as well as Dickens, 
Michelet, and Renan. He read about the French Revolution and became very engaged 
with themes of social justice, both in his art and in his life. One of the main arguments 
with his family and friends were these recurrent themes and how they related to his 
theories about art, the position of artists in society and how they should work in 
community with one another.  
A romantic relationship ended badly, plunging Vincent into a period of deep grief, 
and the firm transferred him to Paris, where he became more engaged with religion and 
less with art. The firm eventually let him go, and he briefly held positions as a teacher 
and minister. Returning to London, his attention to religion became even more 
pronounced as he focused more fervently on the suffering in the world. His health 
deteriorated, and he sank into an even deeper depression, which continued to afflict him 
for the rest of his life. He eventually moved to work among the families of poor coal 
miners, teaching their children all about the Bible, and was soon obsessed with the work. 
He began preaching and helping in the mine itself, gave away all of his personal 
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possessions, and lived in a hut. When the school refused to renew his contract, once 
again, he was jobless and estranged from his family. During this period of great darkness, 
he sought ways to best serve others and, in 1877, decided to become an artist in order to 
bring happiness and solace to his fellow man. Making art remained his mission for the 
rest of his life.  
He rented a small studio and began to teach himself how to draw by reading 
books on perspective and copying reproductions of artists he admired such as Millet, 
Courbet, and Rembrandt. At this point began one of the most important series of written 
communication between two brothers.  Theo, who was doing quite well as an art dealer, 
began to support his brother and would continue to do so until the end of Vincent’s life. 
Vincent initially considered their arrangement a business relationship, sending pictures to 
his brother to sell in exchange for Theo’s support. Unfortunately, only one sold during 
Vincent’s lifetime, a fact Vincent considered one of the great failures of his life.  
Another failed relationship led to a break with his family, which sent him into 
even deeper despair. He moved to Drenthe, but then returned home to care for his ailing 
mother. Though he was trying to work, he continually suffered setbacks due to his 
precarious emotional and physical state, and when his father died in 1885, he finally left 
the vicarage and moved to The Hague. He entrusted all his artwork to a carpenter, who 
gave it all to a junk dealer. It was during this period that he wrote that he had finally 
excelled in drawing. His countless hours of drawing from live subject matter gave him a 
strong – and largely self-taught – basis for some of his greatest work to come. His themes 
were consistently about depicting the poor, the peasants, coal miners, nature, and very 
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ordinary objects. He also became one of the most prolific self-portraitists in history.  
During this early period as a painter, he produced The Potato Eaters, which 
would later become one of his most highly acclaimed works. This painting exemplifies 
his signature style and emergent themes: peasants painted in expressive brushstrokes that 
portray the emotional intensity of the subject matter. He exaggerates the callouses and 
gnarls in their hands, their facial features, and the lighting in order to convey the 
harshness of their daily lives.  
 
Van Gogh, Vincent, The Potato Eaters, (1885) 
[Oil on canvas] 
Collection of the Van Gogh Museum, Netherlands 
 
He then moved to Arles, where he rented a small yellow house in the hope of 
finally founding his community of artists, with Paul Gauguin as its leader. In Arles, his 
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works in color expanded, and he began to paint less of what he saw and more of what he 
felt. In order to establish a joyous decorative space for the community, he painted some 
of his most vibrant works, among them Sunflowers, which he created specifically for 
Gauguin’s imminent arrival.  
 
Van Gogh, Vincent, Sunflowers, (1889) 
[Oil on canvas] 
Van Gogh Museum, Amsterdam 
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Unfortunately, the relationship did not last between the two painters. It 
culminated in another argument where Vincent, in a fit of madness, cut off his ear and 
sent it to a woman in a brothel that he and Gauguin had visited a few days before. 
Vincent was hospitalized, and his brother Theo came to see him. During his 
hospitalization, Vincent painted one of the most famous of his forty-three self-portraits. 
He produced these self-portraits over a four-year span, sometimes because he could not 
afford a model, sometimes because he was feeling introspective or recovering from a 
bout of illness.  
 
 
Van Gogh, Vincent, Self-Portrait, (1889) 
[Oil on canvas, 24” x 19”]  
Courtauld Collection 
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Despite the serious incident of self-mutilation and sporadic bouts with mental 
illness, this period was one of his most prolific. He worked at a rapid pace, painting 
several of his best-known pieces, and was also reading and writing extensively. His work 
became more spontaneous, the brushstrokes more evident, the color richer. Like Kollwitz 
and Lawrence, Van Gogh was mindful about how to bring out with simplicity in each 
painting the human feeling which he believed the subject could express most strongly. 
After the ear incident, his brother moved him to a hospital in San Remy, where he 
remained for one year. He had a private room in which to live and another in which to 
paint. Though he experienced ever more frequent bouts of mental illness, as well as 
diminishing physical health, his paintings did not suffer at all. In 1890, he was included 
in a group exhibition, which received a positive review, and even sold a painting. Still, 
his spirits were low. After a brief visit to Paris to meet Theo’s new wife and baby, he 
moved to Auvers. Theo and his family came to visit him, but with some unfortunate 
news: Theo planned to leave the art dealership and branch out on his own. This would 
mean a reduction in support for Vincent. In July 1890, in despair over being a financial 
burden, laden with recurring physical illness, and knowing his bouts of madness would 
return, he walked out into a field and shot himself. The wound was not immediately fatal, 
so Theo was able to come to his brother’s bedside. Vincent died the next day. Theo, 
overcome with grief, died six months later.  
History owes a great debt to Theo’s wife, Joanna. Despite Theo’s protests, she 
saved every letter Vincent ever wrote, all of which were eventually cataloged and 
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published. She was also responsible for cataloging and, eventually, exhibiting Vincent’s 
artwork.  
Van Gogh’s works are among the most highly sought after and expensive in the 
world. Adjusted for inflation, Sunflowers sold in 1987 for $73.8 million. Long considered 
one of his greatest masterpieces, The Starry Night, painted from his room at a psychiatric 
hospital in 1889, is one of the most recognized paintings in the history of Western art.  
 
Van Gogh, Vincent, The Starry Night, (1889) 
[Oil on canvas, 29” x 36 ¼”] 
Museum of Modern Art 
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Accomplishments: Applicability of Highly Creative Artist Criteria 
Unlike all of the artists in this study Van Gogh is the only one who did not 
experience artistic success at any level during his lifetime. The reasons for this has been 
speculated and written about in volumes of art history articles and books. It could have 
been due to the narrow art market that his brother, Theo, had access to as Van Gogh 
writes frequently of mailing his works to where Theo lived and encouraged him on ways 
of describing the paintings in order for sales. It is also thought that Van Gogh was an 
artist ahead of his time. Because of the way he painted, with some reference, but in a 
much more expressive and thick rich surface than the more controlled Impressionist 
painters, it is thought that most viewers didn’t have the vision necessary to appreciate his 
work. However, once his sister-in-law Joanna began to sell his work it became much 
sought after and has remained so to this day. He has been the subject of countless solo 
museum exhibitions, retrospectives, and has a major museum in his name in the 
Netherlands. It is to be noted that the artist in this study who was the least successful is 
now the most successful of the group and in the entire world of western art.   
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Part Two: Findings from Van Gogh Primary Source Documents  
Resources for the artistic voice of Vincent van Gogh are by the most numerous of 
any of the artists in this study.  Due to the characteristics of his letters to Theo being as 
close as possible to capturing the framework in this study this is the primary source 
material. The characteristics include the sheer number (over 600), the topics (struggles, 
artistic vision, technique, creative process) that seem to meet many of the characteristics 
in the Restored Beautiful Soul framework. This study codes only selected Van Gogh’s 
Letters to Theo. If correspondence between the artist and other recipients was analyzed, 
alternative modes or themes might emerge.   
The first table (Table 57) is the breakout of the particular sources encompassing 
the Van Gogh primary and secondary source documents. The next table (Table 58) 
directly correlates to the categories from the MMARBS and identifies which ones are 
most applicable to Van Gogh.   
This will be followed by seven tables (Tables 59 - 67) which correlate to each 
major category from Table 57 and breaks them out into categories. This breakout offers a 
deeper analysis of the frequency of the number and percentage of the Van Gogh 
quotations in relation to the framework.  These categories follow the framework 
presenting The Good and The Communal.  
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Table 57. Van Gogh Documents and Quotations 
 
Van Gogh Source Document Number of 
Quotations 
Document Type 
The Letters of a Post-
Impressionist:  
116 Primary 
Portrait of an Artist: Vincent 
van Gogh 
50 Primary 
Van Gogh Genius Ignored 42 Primary 
   
Van Gogh Art Institute of 
Chicago Exhibition Catalog 
9 Primary 
Correspondence of Vincent van 
Gogh 
6 Primary 
Van Gogh, Writer and 
Confessional Hero 
29 Primary 
TOTAL Van Gogh Quotations 252  
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Table 58. Total Van Gogh Quotations Breakout of MMARBS Framework  
VAN GOGH     
           
THE GOOD: MORAL EXEMPLAR       
Religiosity     139 7% 
THE GOOD: MORAL EXEMPLAR       
Philosophical or Religious Writings 98 5% 
THE GOOD: MORAL EXEMPLAR      
Ethics       665 32% 
THE GOOD: MORAL EXEMPLAR      
Reflections about Creative Process 253 12% 
THE GOOD: MORAL EXEMPLAR      
Influences     139 7% 
External Recognition       3 0% 
           
THE COMMUNAL        
Demonstrated Moral Action: Individual 194 9% 
Demonstrated Moral Action: Imagery 252 12% 
           
Solidarity     320 15% 
External Sources       16 1% 
        2079 100% 
 
Figure 47: Van Gogh Top Five Super Categories 
  
The Good: Ethics 
32%
The Communal: 
Solidarity 15%
The Good: 
Reflections about 
Creative Process 
12%
The Communal: 
Demonstarted 
Moral Action 
Imagery 12%
The Good: 
Religiosity 7%
The Good: 
Influences 7%
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1. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Religiosity  
 
 
I’ve had very little conversation with painters lately. I felt none the worse for that. It isn’t 
the language of painters one ought to listen to but the language of nature. I can now 
understand, better than six months ago or more, why [former teacher] Mauve said: don’t 
talk to me about Dupré, talk to me instead about the side of that ditch, or something like 
that. It sounds crude and yet it’s perfectly correct. Feeling things themselves, reality, is 
more important than feeling paintings, at least more productive and life-giving. 
Because I now have such a broad, such a large sense of art and of life itself, of which art 
is the essence, it sounds to me so shrill and false when there are people like Tersteeg who 
are always on the hunt (Van Gogh, Vincent, Letter 4, 1882, 1978). 
 
Table 59. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Religiosity 
 
RELIGIOSITY: VINCENT VAN GOGH   
Religiosity: Closeness to Religious or Spiritual Teacher/Mentor 0 0% 
Religiosity: Death/Afterlife 9 6% 
Religiosity: Disillusionment 26 19% 
Religiosity: Early Sense of Calling or Doing God's work 6 4% 
Religiosity: Formal Religious Upbringing 2 1% 
Religiosity: Humanist 26 19% 
Religiosity: Practicing Member of Faith Religion 5 4% 
Religiosity: Pursuit of Metaphysical/Philosophical Truth 32 23% 
Religiosity: Recognition of Other Faiths 0 0% 
Religiosity: Reference to Scripture/Sacred Religious Texts 17 12% 
Religiosity: Regular Meditation, Reflection 6 4% 
Religiosity: Religious Practice 10 7% 
   
TOTAL  139 100% 
 
Religiosity Summary 
Like Kollwitz, Van Gogh was raised in a family of ministers, a profession that 
extended far back in his ancestry. He was educated in the Christian tradition by his 
immediate family, practiced regularly, and formally studied ministry in his early twenties. 
His aspiration to become a minister affected several aspects of his early career choices. In 
his mid-thirties, he turned away from organized religion. However, there is no mention of 
regular meditative or reflective processes or habits during the most artistically productive 
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periods of his life. When he spoke of or alluded to scripture, it was usually a passing 
theme or reference that was made in a larger context.  
Despite his substantial religious education and strong foundation for religious 
belief, themes related to religion appeared in his work far less than expected.  
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2. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Philosophical Writings and Beliefs 
 
I want to paint humanity, humanity and again humanity. I love nothing better than this 
series of bipeds, from the smallest baby in long clothes to Socrates, from the woman with 
black hair and a white skin to the one with golden hair and a brick-red sunburnt face 
(Van Gogh, Vincent, 1886, in Ludovico, p. 85). 
 
Table 60. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Philosophical Writings and Beliefs 
 
PHILOSOPHICAL WRITINGS & BELIEFS: VAN GOGH   
Philosophical Writings & Beliefs: Artists' Sacrifice for their Art 12 12% 
Philosophical Writings & Beliefs: Meaning of Art 33 34% 
Philosophical Writings & Beliefs: Moral Imposition on Art 17 17% 
Philosophical Writings & Beliefs: Spiritual 22 22% 
Philosophical Writings & Beliefs: Work on Journals, Published Writings, 
Letters 
0 0% 
Philosophical Writings & Beliefs: Writings About Artist w/ Ethical Focus 14 14% 
   
TOTAL 98 100% 
 
Philsophical Writings and Beliefs Summary 
Van Gogh was a copious writer, however, not one that wrote often in a philosophical 
or theological manner. His letters were more descriptive and narrative. This tone could be 
attributed in part to the nature of his audience, which was not the public in general, but 
rather, his brother, Theo. However, the lack of much in the way of spiritual or religious 
language is a surprise particularly because, among all his siblings, Vincent received the 
most religious instruction in the first decades of his life. He also preached and wrote 
sermons, so although he turned away from organized religion, his reluctance to write 
philosophically or theologically about his own work bears further examination.  
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3. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Ethics 
I want to paint men and women with that something of the eternal which the halo 
used to symbolize, and which we seek to convey by the actual radiance and 
vibration of our coloring. … Ah! portraiture, portraiture with the thoughts, the 
soul of the model in it, that is what I think must come. … I am always in hope of 
making a discovery there, to express the love of two lovers by a wedding of 
complementary colors, their mingling and their opposition, … (Van Gogh, 1978, 
Letter #531 (to Theo), September 3, 1888). 
 
 
Table 61. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Ethics 
 
ETHICS: VAN GOGH   
Ethical Influences: Education with Ethical Focus 5 1% 
Ethics: Adherence to Non-violent Action and Belief 0 0% 
Ethics: Attention to the Poor/Underserved/Forgotten 27 4% 
Ethics: Disillusionment 21 3% 
Ethics: Harmony/Unity 90 14% 
Ethics: Integrity to the work 175 26% 
Ethics: Particular to Universal for Other Artists 36 5% 
Ethics: Search for Truth & Soul 107 16% 
Ethics: Socio-Political 7 1% 
Ethics: Strong Work Ethic 103 15% 
Ethics: Sustained Dedication/Commitment to Spiritual Life and Moral Action 94 14% 
   
TOTAL 665 100% 
 
Ethics Summary 
Van Gogh’s commitment to creating art for the last 10 to 15 years of his life is 
demonstrated through his letter writing, copious sketching, and paintings. Van Gogh 
frequently wrote on themes of harmony, unity, and truth, and also frequently used the 
word soul. Furthermore, he continually communicated to Theo the methods by which the 
work must be created in order to maintain a consistent level of integrity to the work itself.  
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4. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Reflection about Creative Process 
 
The outer task may assume many different shapes; but it will never fail in one of two 
purposes: (1) Either form aims at so limiting surfaces as to fashion of them some 
material object; (2) Or form remains abstract, describing only a non-material, spiritual 
entity. Such non-material entities, with life and value as such, are a circle, a triangle, a 
rhombus, a trapezoid, etc., many of them so complicated as to have no mathematical 
denomination. (Van Gogh, Vincent, 1978) 
 
Table 62. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Reflection about Creative Process 
 
REFLECTION ABOUT CREATIVE PROCESS: VAN GOGH   
Reflection about Creative Process: Aesthetic, the Beautiful 18 7% 
Reflection about Creative Process: Aging Artist 3 1% 
Reflection about Creative Process: Critical Opinion 16 6% 
Reflection about Creative Process: Doubts 4 2% 
Reflection about Creative Process: Meaning 64 25% 
Reflection about Creative Process: Media, Method, Technique 111 44% 
Reflection about Creative Process: Work Ethic 37 15% 
   
TOTAL 253 100% 
 
 
Reflection about Creative Process Summary 
Van Gogh is considered primarily a self-taught artist, but this characterization is  
somewhat misleading. Because of his family’s connections to some of the best art dealers 
in the Netherlands, he received prints of works by many prominent European and Asian 
artists for many years. His method was to copy these prints, a pedagogical practice that 
was used frequently in arts academies during the 18th and 19th centuries. He was also a 
very strong verbal communicator, able to articulate vividly in words the varied and 
precise colors, emotions, and technical aspects of his work. In his letters, he discusses the 
immense amount of time he would devote to producing numerous sketches in preparation 
for his more developed paintings. This high level of commitment to sketching and 
working from life is also found in Kollwitz’s habits of practice. One particularly 
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interesting question has arisen from the current study: Were the descriptive passages 
Vincent wrote to Theo an integral part of the former’s artistic process? That is, without 
this intermediary, narrativizing step, would Vincent have been able to transform his 
initial visual impressions into the timeless works of art that move viewers in specific, 
intentional ways? 
 
In the long run I shall lose the faculty for work, and that is where I begin to call a halt, 
and then I shall send them [his works of art]—if you agree—about their business.[Letter 
#605 (to Theo), September 10, 1889] 
… very often terrible fits of depression come over me, and besides the more my health 
comes back to normal, the more my brain can reason more coldly, the more foolish it 
seems to me, a thing against all reason, to be doing this painting which costs us so much 
and brings in nothing, not even the outlay. Then I feel very unhappy, and the trouble is 
that at my age it is damnably difficult to begin anything else. (Van Gogh, 1978, Letter 
#611 (to Theo), c. October 25, 1889) 
 
Presence of Mental Illness 
Like Rothko, the tragic outcome of Van Gogh’s life is that it ended in suicide. 
However, unlike Rothko, Van Gogh’s letters and biographical sources suggest his mental 
illness (as well as addiction to alcohol) seriously impacted his relationships and may have 
led to frequent moves and other adverse life circumstances. He also experienced long 
periods of psychiatric hospitalizations with what appears to have been little access to 
medication due to the time in which he lived. Although he was treated in hospital, there 
are no clinical documents used in this study to indicate how Van Gogh’s illness may have 
affected his writing and habits of artistic practice. This study must therefore rely on his 
personal correspondence and other contemporary written accounts from friends and 
family as evidence of Van Gogh’s extreme dedication and work ethic. 
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Despite the severe impact of mental illness, and possibly epilepsy, on his life, Van 
Gogh’s letters to his brother Theo were consistently eloquent, clear, descriptive, and long. 
He articulated poetically and precisely what he was seeing as he observed peasants at 
work and landscape scenery, often weaving celestial, artistic, and literary references into 
his descriptions.  
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5. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Influences 
 
A portrait by Courbet is much truer—manly, free, painted in all kinds of beautiful deep 
tones of red-brown, of gold, of colder violet in the shadow with black as repoussoir, with 
a little bit of tinted white linen, as a rest for the eye—finer than a portrait by whomever 
you like, who has imitated the color of the face with horribly punctilious precision. 
A man's head or a woman's head, well observed and at leisure, is divinely beautiful, isn't 
it? Well, one loses that general harmony of tones in nature by painfully exact imitation; 
one keeps it by recreating a parallel color scale which may not be exactly, or even far 
from exactly, like the model. (Van Gogh, 1978, Letter #429 (to Theo), October 2, 1885) 
 
Table 63. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Influences 
 
INFLUENCES: VAN GOGH   
Influences: Community of Artists 1 1% 
Influences: Early Encouragement in Art 0 0% 
Influences: Family on Art 10 7% 
Influences: Other Artists 48 35% 
Influences: Personal Experiences 48 35% 
Influences: Poetry, Music, Dance 3 2% 
Influences: Political, Socio-Cultural, War, Poverty 10 7% 
Influences: Religious Figures 4 3% 
Influences: Spouse/Partner 0 0% 
Influences: Literary, Philosophical, Theological Influences 15 11% 
   
TOTAL 139 100% 
 
  
Influences Summary 
Van Gogh moved frequently during his life, usually because of financial 
difficulties, restlessness, or desire to work with different themes. Before he began his 
artistic career, he lived in London and several cities in Belgium, as well as several areas 
in the Netherlands, where he grew up. During his career as an artist, he lived in several 
parts of France. He was also able to travel to many prominent museums to see works by 
historical and contemporary artists. He held strong opinions about the rigid techniques of 
the academic traditional artists, their lack of willingness to work from life or out of doors, 
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and the lifeless art that resulted. He was devoted to and wrote frequently of his 
admiration for the “en plein air” work of Jean Baptiste-Camille Corot (1796-1875), Jean 
François Millet (1814-1875), Rembrandt (1606 - 1669), and Gustave Corbet (1819-
1877). These artists inspired Van Gogh both in their subject matter—the common worker 
or peasant, landscapes drawn from life—and in their refusal to ally themselves with the 
academy or the emerging school of Impressionism. 
Van Gogh also wrote candidly about his struggles with mental illness and his inability 
to form close relationships. In addition, his writing shows that he was at least somewhat 
aware of just how odd most in society found him to be. Unlike the other artists in this 
study, Van Gogh was writing not for publication, but for his brother; thus, his writings 
tend to be more intimate than the other artists’. 
Van Gogh’s mother and father were a powerful influence in his life, both practically 
and psychologically. Thus, it is surprising that, when writing to his brother, he did not 
often discuss the influence of their parents and other family members on his life and 
work. However, this lack could be due to the use of edited sources for the letters in this 
study.  
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6. The Communal, Moral Action: Imagery and Individual 
 
On the other hand, there is the idle man who is idle in spite of himself, who is inwardly 
consumed by a great longing for action but does nothing, because it is impossible for him 
to do anything, because he seems to be imprisoned in some cage, because he does not 
possess what he needs to become productive, because circumstances bring him inevitably 
to that point. Such a man does not always know what he could do, but instinctively feels, I 
am good for something, my life has a purpose after all, I know that I could be quite a 
different man! How can I be useful, of what service can I be? There is something inside of 
me, what can it be? (Van Gogh, 1978, Letter #133 (to Theo), July, 1880) 
 
Table 64. The Communal: Moral Action: Imagery and Individual 
 
MORAL ACTION: VAN GOGH   
Moral Action in Imagery: Attention to Marginalized Groups 13 5% 
Moral Action in Imagery: Creative Process to Serve the Work 67 27% 
Moral Action in Imagery: Ethical Theme 21 8% 
Moral Action in Imagery: Frustration with Work 19 8% 
Moral Action in Imagery: Inspiration 35 14% 
Moral Action in Imagery: Loss, Bereavement, Personal 10 4% 
Moral Action in Imagery: Meaning Beyond Beauty 57 23% 
Moral Action in Imagery: Spiritual, Religious 30 12% 
   
 252 100% 
   
Moral Action: Artist as Moral or Spiritual Vehicle 74 38% 
Moral Action: Demonstrated Moral Action 7 4% 
Moral Action: Regular Duty to Underserved 18 9% 
Moral Action: Suffering and Sacrifice 95 49% 
   
TOTAL 194 100% 
 
Moral Action Individual and Imagery Summary 
 From an early age Van Gogh felt great empathy for the underserved and poor in 
society. Raised by a minister, he attended seminary and practice ministry during his early 
working years. He engaged in many forms of service, often going to great extremes such 
as selling his belongings in order to pay others’ debts, supporting several women whom 
he felt needed help, and working in a coal mine to minister directly to the miners.  
   
 
 
276 
More than any other artist in this study, Van Gogh wrote of his suffering and the personal 
sacrifices he made in order to meet the demands of being an artist. He vividly recounted 
to Theo his struggles with his illness and dark moods.  
He also wrote in direct terms about the role of the artist as an intermediary for a 
higher source or soul.  Like Kandinsky he shared many of his ideas about how to use 
color, line, form, and other techniques to generate the higher level of experience he 
desired for himself in the act of creation and for the viewer in the act of viewing.  
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7. The Communal: Solidarity 
 
Just suppose that I am to paint the portrait of an artist friend—an artist who dreams 
great dreams and who works as the nightingale sings, simply because it is his nature to 
do so. 
 
Let us imagine him a fair man. All the love I feel for him I should like to reveal in my 
painting of the picture. To begin with, then, I paint him just as he is, as faithfully as 
possible—still this is only the beginning. The picture is by no means finished at this stage. 
Now I begin to apply the colour arbitrarily. I exaggerate the tone of his fair hair; I take 
orange, chrome, and dull lemon yellow. Behind his head, instead of the trivial wall of the 
room—I paint infinity. I make a simple background out of the richest of blues, as strong 
as my palette will allow. And thus, owing to this simple combination, the fair and 
luminous head has the mysterious effect, upon the rich blue background, of a star 
suspended in dark ether. 
 
I proceed in much the same way with the portrait of the peasant. But one ought to picture 
this sort of fellow in the scorching noonday sun, in the midst of the harvest. Hence this 
flaming orange, like a red-hot iron; hence the luminous shadows like old gold. Ah, dear 
friend, the public will see only a caricature in this exaggeration. But what do we care? 
We have read “La Terre” and “Germinal,” and when we paint a peasant, we wish to 
show that this reading has become part of our flesh and blood. 
I can only choose between being a good and a bad painter. I choose the former. (Van 
Gogh in Ludovico, 2012) 
 
 
Table 65. The Communal: Solidarity 
 
SOLIDARITY: VAN GOGH   
Solidarity: Addresses Areas of Societal Ills and Suffering 24 8% 
Solidarity: Addresses Art Market, Monetary and Historical Problems of 
Artist 
8 3% 
Solidarity: Advocates, Speaks Out Against Atrocities 12 4% 
Solidarity: Belief in Engaging with Community 25 8% 
Solidarity: Concentration on the Worker, Ordinary 36 11% 
Solidarity: Consideration of the Viewer 26 8% 
Solidarity: Forms Community Around Beliefs and Action 3 1% 
Solidarity: Nature 61 19% 
Solidarity: Role of the Artist 64 20% 
Solidarity: Sees Universal in All, Particularly Underserved, Anti-elitist 58 18% 
Solidarity: Teaches Other Artists 3 1% 
   
TOTAL 320 100% 
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Solidarity Summary 
When Van Gogh turned to creating works of art, he was committed to depicting 
only themes of nature and of those underserved, hardest working, and oftentimes 
despairing members of society. When he hired peasants as models, they would show up 
in their Sunday best, thinking they were sitting for a portrait. However, he preferred to 
paint them as they were while laboring in their tattered clothing and “wooden clogs” to 
demonstrate their hardships and working process.  
Like Rothko he wrote frequently of his intentions for his viewers and the experience 
he wanted to convey to them. Many non-artists think that the experience of viewing a 
work of art is a kind of magical happenstance over which the artist has no control, if he or 
she is aware of it at all. In fact, many of the greatest and most highly ethical artists 
intentionally and consistently create this experience for viewers. 
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8. Other: Upbringing and External Recognition 
It irritates me to hear people say that I have no “technique.” It is just possible that 
there is no trace of it, because I hold myself aloof from all painters. I am, however, 
quite right in regarding many painters as weak precisely in their technique—more 
particularly those who talk most nonsense about it. This I have already written to you. 
But if ever I should happen to exhibit my work with either the one or the other in 
Holland, I know beforehand with whom I shall have to deal, and with what order of 
technicians. Meanwhile I much prefer to remain faithful to the old Dutchmen, the 
pictures of Israels and his school. (Van Gogh, Vincent, in Ludovico, 2012) 
 
Table 66.  Other: Upbringing and External Recognition 
 
OTHER: VAN GOGH   
UPBRINGING   
Upbringing: Early Life 0 0% 
IMAGERY   
Imagery: External Recognition 16 100% 
   
TOTAL OTHER 63 100% 
 
Van Gogh wrote very differently than Lawrence or Kollwitz about external 
recognition. It was a recurrent theme in his letters to Theo, however, primarily due to his 
vacillation between hopefulness and despair about the critical and public reception to his 
work. However, for an artist who exhibited only a few times during his lifetime he was 
very confident in his abilities and, often, quite critical of his contemporaries.  
Conclusion 
Vincent van Gogh is, by far, the best-known and beloved artist in this study. His 
work has touched millions of viewers since his death. It is interesting that he created such 
powerful works in many forms of art including portraiture (self and other), landscape, 
still life, as well as genre scenes of the ordinary worker. In addition to Kollwitz, Van 
Gogh is the other artist that would be considered meeting the broadest range of the 
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criteria in this study. His suffering and sacrifice for his work and that he was able to 
overcome decades of the lack of an income or exhibition to continue his vision puts him 
at an epoch of artists for us to admire. He sought to read widely and viewed works of art 
and his commitment to learning his craft is one for young artists to emulate. As much as 
his life and work has been written about these facets of his practice would greatly benefit 
the young art student.    
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Case Example # 6: Remedios Varo 
 
 
Remedios Varo,  
[Photograph] 
National Museum of Women in the Arts, Washington D.C. 
 
Yes, I attended those meetings where they talked a lot and one learned various things; 
sometimes I participated with works in their exhibitions; I was not old enough nor did I 
have the aplomb to face up to them, to a Paul Eluard, a Benjamin Perét, or an André 
Breton. I was with an open mouth with this group of brilliant and gifted people. I was 
together with them because I felt a certain affinity. Today I do not belong to any group; I 
paint what occurs to me and that is all.  (Varo, Remedios, in Kaplan, 1983, p. 35) 
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This case example will introduce and present the ethical factors in the life and 
work of Remedios Varo in two parts. Part One features a summary of her life and work 
compiled from secondary sources, key works of art, and accomplishments; and Part Two 
presents the data and findings from the application of the MMARBS conceptual 
framework to her primary source material.  
Part One: Biography 
Remedios Varo (1908 – 1963) was born in the small town of Anglés in the 
province of Girona, which is located in the most northeastern area of Spain in the 
Catalonian region. Her full name was María de los Remedios Alicia Rodriga Varo y 
Uranga. Like Van Gogh her birth followed the death of a sister, which is part of the 
origin of her full name. Her mother, Ignacia Uranga Bergareche, was a devout Catholic 
who named her Remedios after the patron saint of Anglés. She was educated in a Spanish 
convent school until the age of fifteen when she enrolled in the Real Academia de Bellas 
Artes de San Fernando in Madrid. Her father, Rodrigo Varo y Zajalvo, was a highly-
educated man whose profession as a hydraulic engineer contributed greatly to her early 
artistic development and influenced her body of work. Remarkably, at a young age, she 
learned to copy his technical drawings according to complex principles of perspective, a 
very difficult mathematically-based technique used to depict a three-dimensional world 
on a two-dimensional surface. Perspective techniques were first developed in the 
Renaissance and have subsequently been used in many professions. However, due to the 
extreme complexity of the principles and techniques involved, many artists never fully 
learn them. This lack results in a flattened sense of space and form, whereas when an 
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artist uses perspective, as Varo did frequently, entire new three-dimensional worlds can 
be created.  
 
Varo, Remedios Sketch 
[Pencil on paper] 
 
In addition to teaching her technical drawing, Varo’s father encouraged her to 
read literature by such authors as Jules Verne, Alexander Dumas, and Edgar Allen Poe. 
He also introduced her to the study of alchemy, mysticism, and philosophy. She rejected 
her formal Catholic upbringing and education and embraced the progressive ideas her 
father had first introduced. In 1936, she joined the Logicophobistes, a group of artists and 
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writers who were interested in Surrealism and the incorporation of metaphysics into their 
work. Three of her pieces were selected for an exhibition in Barcelona.  
She married twice, first to a Spanish painter, Gerardo Lizárrag with whom she 
escaped to Paris due to political tensions in Spain. The couple later moved back to 
Barcelona, where she met French Surrealist poet Benjamin Perét and broke off her 
marriage, although was never officially divorced. In the mid-1930s she became 
associated with the Surrealists led by writer and painter André Breton, long considered 
the founder of the movement. Many women were involved with the Surrealist writers, 
activists, and artists; however, like most women artists throughout history, they were 
never taken as seriously as their male counterparts. These women include Dorothea 
Tanning, Kate Sage, Leonor Fini, and Leonora Carrington, with whom Varo formed a 
close friendship.  
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Varo, Remedios, The Useless Science or the Alchemist, (1955) 
 [Oil on Masonite, 105 x 53cm] 
Private Collection, Mexico 
  
   
 
 
286 
The Surrealists worked in many different media such as poetry, novels, plays, and 
forms of visual art. In 1938 Varo exhibited in the International Surrealists art exhibitions 
in Amsterdam and Paris.  In addition to her primary medium of painting, Varo also 
created costumes for Marc Chagall’s play Aleko, performed in 1941, and wrote short 
stories and a play. Most of her writings are in Spanish, which contributes to her relative 
obscurity in the United States, where she neither lived nor worked at any point during her 
life. A translation of her writings, dreams, and poems by Margaret Carson will be 
published in 2019.  
Varo received her teaching certificate, but primarily worked as a commercial 
artist and illustrator, particularly during the leaner years when she and Perét were in Paris 
and, later, when they lived in Mexico. She was proficient in scientific and medical 
illustration, and was invited to Venezuela for two years to document the insect population 
for a national anti-malaria campaign. In 1948, she was hired by Bayer Mexico to 
illustrate over thirty works for their advertising campaign (Orenstein, 1975). 
It has been speculated that Varo may have suffered from depression, but it is not 
known whether she ever sought out therapy. She was, however, interested in the writings 
of Carl Jung and Sigmund Freud, both of whom were very influential among the 
Surrealist circle. In one of her journals she wrote that “getting rid of one’s father’s head 
when leaving the psychoanalysis is ‘the right thing to do’”(Conde, 1994). In her painting 
Visit to the Psychoanalyst’s Office, pictured below, the name “Doctor von FJA,” which 
appears on the plaque to the left of the robed figure, combines the initials of Sigmund 
Freud, Carl Gustav Jung, and Alfred Adler.  
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Varo, Remedios, Visit to the Psychoanalyst’s Office, (1960) 
[Oil on canvas, 70.5 x 40.5cm] 
Private Collection, Mexico 
 
Remedios Varo was arrested in 1941 during the Nazi occupation of France, which 
prompted her to flee to Mexico with Perét. Deeply traumatized by this coerced exile from 
a war-torn country, she chose to remain in Mexico for the rest of her life, where she could 
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enjoy the solitude, peace, and natural surroundings. There she met and lived in close 
proximity to other European artists in exile, fostering a collaborative and creative way of 
life.  
 
Varo, Remedios, The Journey, (1961) 
[Oil on masonite, 123 x 98cm] 
Museum of Modern Art, Mexico 
 
Varo befriended British Surrealist artist Leonora Carrington in Paris in the 30s, 
and for several years, the two artists collaborated extensively. They exchanged ideas 
about using traditional domestic imagery such as cooking and eating as one recurrent 
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theme. In addition, both women frequently depicted their female subjects as alchemists or 
scientists performing the primary action in their complex works of art. By granting 
agency to their female subjects, Varo and Carrington allied themselves with the many 
other female Surrealists whose work portrays women as visionaries, creators, and 
spiritual guides. In contrast, most Surrealist art created by men depicts woman as an 
object rather than a subject (Orenstein, 1975).  
 
Varo, Remedios, Armonia (Harmony), (1956) 
[Oil on masonite, 76 x 94 cm] 
Unknown Location 
 
In a letter to her brother, catalogued in the Hope College Digital Archive (2018), 
Varo explains her vision behind the painting Armonia.  
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The female subject is working to discover the harmonious thread that unites all of 
humanity. When certain objects are placed correctly on the metal musical staff, 
music will be played in perfect harmony. The figure on the wall represents “‘le 
hasard objectif’ or objective chance that intervenes in all discoveries” (Varo, 
Remedios, in Angell, 2013). 
 
Throughout her oeuvre, Varo repeatedly depicts gothic and other genres of 
architecture reminiscent of her childhood in Spain. In Armonia, the tower represents a 
point of spiritual ascent.  
She and Perét split due to his desire to go back to Europe whereas Varo wanted to 
remain in Mexico.  Her last relationship, with Austrian refugee Walter Gruen, provided 
her with the financial and emotional support to concentrate fully on her art. Gruen spoke 
of her reclusiveness in an interview: “Remedios was extremely introverted and 
unsociable, but she felt grateful to Mexico for having been accepted as a refugee during 
the war” (Kraul, 2005). Like Van Gogh her most productive period was short, about ten 
years, but in contrast to the tepid reception Van Gogh faced, Varo’s work was 
immediately acclaimed due to the high level of technique and psychological impact, as 
well as Mexican culture’s openness to gynocentric Surrealist imagery. 
Varo’s imagery often harkens back to her father’s profession as an engineer and her early 
studies of alchemical theories and processes. Complex pieces of machinery recur 
throughout her work, and these machines, if actually produced, would fully function. Her 
figures, autobiographical in many respects, are fantastical, frequently incorporating 
science, dreams, witchcraft, and humor into psychological and spiritual explorations of a 
woman’s quest. 
According to Varo’s biographer, Janet Kaplan, Varo’s representation of women 
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deliberately opposed the representation of women commonly practiced by her male 
Surrealist counterparts. She rejected the role of women as passive objects and instead 
depicted them as bearers of knowledge, power, and authority (Kaplan, 1998). She 
eventually declared her freedom from the Surrealists, whom she derisively called “an old 
boy’s club,” in order to fully develop her artistic identity (Kraul, 2005).   
  
 
Varo, Remedios, Creation of the Birds (1957) 
Oil on Masonite, 54 x 64cm 
Private Collection, Mexico 
 
Although she is the least well known of the artists in this study, Remedios Varo 
plays a very important role as the representative of so many exemplary artists throughout 
history who, primarily due to their gender, race, or ethnicity, have been less researched, 
   
 
 
292 
exhibited, celebrated, or sought after than other artists of equal or lesser talent.  
Her final work of art, discovered after her unexpected death from a heart attack in 
1963, is the only piece she ever produced that does not include a human figure.  
 
Varo, Remedios, Still Life Reviving, (1963) 
Oil on canvas, 110 x 80cm 
Private Collection, Valencia 
 
   
 
 
293 
In her analysis of Varo’s final work, biographer Janet Kaplan writes that “perhaps 
prophetically, Varo expressed the ultimate union in the cyclical rebirth of nature…. The 
title, which can be translated literally from the Spanish as ‘dead nature being 
resuscitated,’ ironically declares resurrection as the theme” (p. 17, 1980).  
 
Accomplishments: Applicability of Highly Creative Artist Criteria 
Remedios Varo’s work was debuted to great acclaim at her first solo exhibition in 
1955. One year after her death, The Palacio de Bellas Artes in Mexico gave her a 
complete retrospective exhibition, and in 1966, the museum published an important book 
on her work. In 1971, another retrospective was held in Mexico City’s Museum of Art, 
which drew the largest audiences in its history, surpassing even the retrospectives of 
Diego Rivera and Frida Kahlo. As Kaplan (1987) remarks, “That a foreign-born woman 
painting intimate whimsical pictures scaled to private response, could garner success is 
noteworthy” (p. 38). Varo’s catalogue raisonné was published in 1994. Her paintings, 
though rarely available, have sold at auction for more than $800,000, a figure surpassed 
among Latin-American women artists only by Frida Kahlo. 
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Part Two: Findings from Varo Primary Source Documents  
There are far fewer resources for the artistic voice of Remedios Varo than for the 
other five artists in this study. However, several primary texts were located including 
interview transcripts, a few letters, and her descriptions of her paintings. Therefore, this 
case example relies more on the secondary source of her biographer Janet Kaplan.  
The first table (Table 67) is the breakout of the particular sources encompassing 
the Varo primary and secondary source documents. The next table (Table 68) directly 
correlates to the categories from the MMARBS and identifies which ones are most 
applicable to Varo.   
This will be followed by seven tables (Tables 69 – 76) which correlate to each 
major category from Table 68 and breaks them out into categories. This breakout offers a 
deeper analysis of the fluency of the number and percentage of the Varo quotations in 
relation to the framework. These categories follow the framework presenting The Good 
and The Communal.  
Table 67. Varo Documents and Quotations 
Varo Source Document Number of 
Quotations 
Document Type 
Varo Dissertation  97 Primary/Secondary 
Remedios Varo: Catalogue Raisonné 50 Primary 
Eight Letters from Remedios Varo 35 Primary 
   
Articles (Haynes, Kaplan, Lauter, Perkins, 
Sutherland) 
36 Primary/Secondary 
TOTAL Varo Quotations 218  
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Table 68. Total Varo Quotations Breakout of MMARBS Framework  
 Remedios Varo Count Percentage 
       
 THE GOOD: MORAL EXEMPLAR   
 Religiosity 300 14% 
 THE GOOD: MORAL EXEMPLAR   
 Philosophical or Religious Writings 160 7% 
 THE GOOD: MORAL EXEMPLAR   
 Ethics 441 20% 
 THE GOOD: MORAL EXEMPLAR   
 Reflections about Creative Process 226 10% 
 THE GOOD: MORAL EXEMPLAR   
 Influences 259 12% 
     
       
 THE COMMUNAL   
 Demonstrated Moral Action: Individual 66 3% 
 Demonstrated Moral Action: Imagery 353 16% 
 Solidarity 383 18% 
     
 OTHER     
 Upbringing 0 0% 
 External Recognition 0 0% 
     
 
TOTAL QUOTATIONS BREAKDOWN INTO 
MBBS FRAMEWORK CATEGORIES 2188 100% 
 
 
Figure 56: Varo Top Five Super Categories 
  
The Good: Ethics 
20%
The Communal: 
Solidarity 18%
The Communal: 
Demonstrated 
Moral Action 
Imagery 16%
The Good: 
Influences 12%
The Good: 
Religiosity: 14%
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1. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Religiosity 
 
This is a disturbing case of mimesis. This lady has remained pensive and motionless for 
so long that she is being transformed into the armchair; her flesh has taken on the same 
pattern as the upholstery and her hands and feet are now made of turned wood. The 
furniture gets bored and the armchair bites the table. The chair in the background pokes 
around to see what’s in the drawer, and the cat – which had gone out to hunt – is scared 
and shocked upon his return when he sees this metamorphosis. (Varo, Remedios in 
Gruen, 1994, p.58). 
 
Table 69. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Religiosity 
 
RELIGIOSITY: VARO   
Religiosity: Closeness to Religious or Spiritual Teacher/Mentor 0 0% 
Religiosity: Death/Afterlife 6 2% 
Religiosity: Disillusionment 10 3% 
Religiosity: Early Sense of Calling or doing God's work 3 1% 
Religiosity: Formal Religious Upbringing 5 2% 
Religiosity: Humanist 86 29% 
Religiosity: Practicing Member of Faith Religion 0 0% 
Religiosity: Pursuit of Metaphysical/Philosophical Truth 161 54% 
Religiosity: Recognition of other Faiths 1 0% 
Religiosity: Reference to Scripture/Sacred Religious Texts 26 9% 
Religiosity: Regular Meditation, Reflection 0 0% 
Religiosity: Religious Practice 2 1% 
   
TOTAL 300 100% 
 
Religiosity Summary 
Like Kandinsky, Kollwitz and Van Gogh, Remedios Varo was raised as a 
Christian and educated in Spanish convent schools. However, Varo rejected the Catholic 
religion at the age of sixteen and preferred to follow an alternative path of spirituality 
through the study of philosophy, alchemy, evolution, and other scientific influences. Her 
religious roots are still visible in some of her work, but usually with rebellious, 
humorous, or satirical inflections. Her religiosity is strongest in her desire to pursue and 
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portray the metaphysical aspects of humanity and the natural world. She is particularly 
interested in depicting the act of creation with a focus on unity and harmony.  
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2. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Philosophical Writings and Beliefs 
 
It’s difficult for me to comprehend why having your talent recognized seems important to 
you. I thought that for a creator what is important is to create, the evolution of his work 
was secondary, and that fame, admiration, people’s curiosity, etc. etctera were more 
inevitable consequences than things desired (Varo, Remedios, in Angell, p. 3, 2013). 
 
Table 70. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Philosophical Writings and Beliefs 
 
PHILOSOPHICAL OR RELIGIOUS WRITINGS: VARO   
Philosophical Writings & Beliefs: Artists' Sacrifice for their Art 3 2% 
Philosophical Writings & Beliefs: Meaning of Art 66 41% 
Philosophical Writings & Beliefs: Moral Imposition on Art 21 13% 
Philosophical Writings & Beliefs: Spiritual 69 43% 
Philosophical Writings & Beliefs: Journals, Published Writings, Letters 1 1% 
Philosophical Writings & Beliefs: Writings About Artist w/Ethical Focus 0 0% 
   
TOTAL 160 100% 
 
 
Philosophical Writings and Beliefs: Summary 
Varo’s writings most frequently took the form of plays, letters to unknown or 
random recipients, dreams, poetry, and other creative means of expression. This study has 
benefited from the letters she wrote to her brother, Dr. Rodrigo Varo, in which she 
explains the influence and meaning of over thirty of her paintings. Because most of her 
writings are unavailable in English, much of them could not be included in this study. 
Therefore, this case example relies heavily on the written accounts of her biographer, 
Janet Kaplan, for factual and background information and occasional interpretations of 
Varo’s work.   
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3. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Ethics 
 
I came to Mexico searching for the peace that I had not found, neither in Spain — that of 
the revolution — nor in Europe — that of the terrible war — for me it was impossible to 
paint amidst such anguish’ (Varo, Remedios in Kaplan, 1983, p. 53).  
 
Table 71. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Ethics 
 
ETHICS: VARO   
Ethics: Adherence to non-violence action and belief 7 2% 
Ethics: Attention to the Poor/Underserved/Forgotten 7 2% 
Ethics: Disillusionment 4 1% 
Ethics: Harmony/Unity 100 23% 
Ethics: Integrity to the work 71 16% 
Ethics: Particular to Universal for Other Artists 110 25% 
Ethics: Search for Truth & Soul 124 28% 
Ethics: Socio-Political 13 3% 
Ethics: Strong Work Ethic 4 1% 
Ethics: Sustained Dedication/Commitment to Spiritual Life and Moral Action 1 0% 
   
TOTAL 441 100% 
 
Varo’s sustained attention to ethics derived from the traumatic experience of 
being arrested during WWII and subsequently being forced into permanent exile in her 
thirties. Several art historians (Kaplan, 1988; Orenstein, 1975; Chadwick, 1985) wrote 
that these experiences greatly informed her imagery and search for harmony and unity 
through her human subjects. In addition, through her portrayal of the active female, rather 
than the passive femme enfant portrayed by the male Surrealists, her ethical perspective 
on the underserved or marginalized constitutes a unifying theme in her work.   
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4. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Reflection about Creative Process 
 
Varo often wrote poetry and letters in a surreal-like manner. The works were 
rarely published, however there are eight that were translated by Teresa Angell. This 
letter provided below offers an intriguing view into Varo’s thoughts and ideas about 
aspects of the creative process. It is particularly interesting as it is written from a semi-
fictional individual to a fictional one. These works are more challenging to place into the 
MMARBS framework, however, this particular letter is placed here as one way to 
consider her perspective on the creative process aspect of the presence of the beautiful 
soul in her life and work.  
We do not know if the recipient is male or female, adult or child. She references 
aspects of her psychological and emotional state throughout the experience described. 
She appears to be writing for advice and help due to her transgression among a group of 
individuals whom she has displeased. She writes of introducing a hummingbird into her 
solar system, a type of action usually only allowed by the leader. One interpretation of 
this fascinating work could be as a metaphor of her role as a younger and female member 
of the surrealist circle with André Breton as the founder and at the forefront of the group.  
I am gravely disturbed and I dare not entrust to any of the people around me the 
certain disturbances that I suffer, about which I believe you will be able to advise 
me. 
 
It started about six months ago. I was enthusiastically painting a picture where 
you see a nice meadow with sheep and cows serenely wandering about. I confess 
that I felt satisfied with my work, but suddenly an irresistible force pushed me to 
paint, on the back of each sheep, a small staircase, at the top of which you found 
an image of my neighbor across the street; on the cows I found myself placing, 
not without anguish, some well-folded handkerchiefs. You can imagine my 
surprise and grief. I hid these paintings, starting others, but I found myself always 
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urged to put strange elements in them, until a moment came, when having spilled, 
by chance, some tomato sauce on my pants, I found the stain so extremely 
significant and exciting that I quickly cut out the piece of cloth and framed it. I 
have found myself forced to lead a semi-clandestine life since the moment I 
painted that first picture I mentioned to you, fearing that upon discovery, my 
people would make me be examined by a psychiatrist. 
Not long before these pictorial phenomena took place, I had dedicated myself to 
the task of rearranging the solar system on my table, an activity that has to be 
done every 210 days, because it is an obligatory assignment for all of the 
members of the group “Observers of the Interdependence of Domestic Objects 
and their Influence in Everyday Life.” 
 
This group has been active for a long time and has already made significant 
findings that have made life simpler, from a practical point of view. For example: 
I move a jar of green paint about five centimeters to the right, pin a thumbtack 
beside a comb, and if Mr. A….(a member who works closely with me) puts his 
book about beekeeping next to a pattern for cutting a vest at that moment, then I 
am sure the encounter with a woman who interests me and whose origin I still 
haven’t been able to figure out, nor her address, will take place, on Madero 
Avenue. We’ve achieved some victories in everyday life, as you can see. I do not 
cite more examples for fear of boring you, but I could give you a more 
comprehensive view of our group’s activities, if it interests you. So far you know 
that my ancestors had not conceived of the wheel for utilitarian purposes (they 
only used it to make toys), and this was not for a lack of pack animals, since the 
slaves and prisoners of war could have been used for this purpose, but rather 
because their intelligence developed in a completely different direction. Among 
their KNOWLEDGE, some aspects have been kept in the strictest secrecy, 
operations that reduced infinite variations and mathematical combinations to 
nothingness. In a relatively short period of time, from these operations, many 
cause and effect relationships can be established, combining and varying the 
elements-objects. 
 
But returning to my personal case: when handling an old phone book, a laurel 
branch, a bug, a comb, a jar of green paint, a woman’s shoe made of purple 
velvet and embroidered with pearls, and a fake 5 peso coin (this collection of 
objects is my instrumental universe, whose function is concordant and 
interdependent with the universes of the other group members), I recently allowed 
myself to introduce, as a novelty, a hummingbird, preserved and filled with 
magnetic powder, tied well with a rope like mummies are wrapped in, using a red 
silk thread. I did it without warning my colleagues, a very serious transgression 
within the rules of the group. Only our leader, with his past experience and his 
high level of knowledge, can make something like that without causing serious 
consequences. What’s more, I specifically placed the jar of green paint under a 
beam of red light that filtered in through my stained-glass window (added 
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horror!), I did all of this, without considering the consequences (having been a 
member of the group for a short time, my control reached only to the objects that 
I mentioned above). As was expected, certain incidents have occurred since the 
day of my transgression: my best blouse has burned, a large deposit of salt has 
accumulated beneath my bed, and the next day, the beginning of the startling 
transformation of my pictorial inspiration took place. Now I wonder, is all this a 
result of my initiative to introduce new elements into my solar system? Is it a 
sudden discharge of my subconscious, which in an attempt at emancipation, has 
led me to act in a disorderly manner about the extremely important factors that 
constitute my practical-domestic universe? Or, am I just a lunatic? 
(Signed “Fernando Gonzalez,” written to an anonymous individual by 
Remedios Varo). (Varo, Remedios, in Angell, 2013, p. 18). 
 
Table 72. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Reflection about Creative Process 
 
REFLECTION ABOUT CREATIVE PROCESS: VARO   
Reflection about Creative Process: Aesthetic, the Beautiful 33 15% 
Reflection about Creative Process: Aging Artist 0 0% 
Reflection about Creative Process: Critical Opinion 0 0% 
Reflection about Creative Process: Doubts 0 0% 
Reflection about Creative Process: Meaning 110 49% 
Reflection about Creative Process: Media, Method, Technique 82 36% 
Reflection about Creative Process: Work Ethic 1 0% 
   
TOTAL 226 100% 
 
 
Reflection about Creative Process Summary 
Remedios Varo did not believe that the artist should be at the forefront of the art. 
Therefore, she did not leave journals or other types of documentation that explained her 
creative process. In addition, because she was a Surrealist by nature, what writings she 
did leave can be difficult to interpret in this framework. Therefore, this category is 
primarily represented by her writings about the meaning of her work and about how she 
executed her ideas through technique and method.  
Unlike Rothko and Van Gogh, Remedios Varo did not appear to have committed 
suicide. However, her sudden and unexplained death, ostensibly by heart attack, at age 
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fifty has led to speculation that she may have taken her own life. In addition, her final 
work of art fuels this speculation (see Part One Still Life Reviving). She occasionally 
wrote of her melancholic moods in letters to her brother, and her accounts have been 
confirmed by her third husband, Walter Gruen. Art historians have frequently mentioned 
how gravely the traumas of war and exile impacted her work.  
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5. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Influences 
 
This is a hermit. He is now beyond normal time and space; his body is made up of two 
triangles, one upright and one inverted, which form a six-pointed star, symbol of time 
and space in ancient esoteric teachings. Inside his open chest there is a yin-yang symbol 
representing inner harmony. This is the most beautiful symbol of all (at least I think so), 
for it is enclosed in a circle and has come to signify equilibrium (Varo, Remedios in 
Gruen, 1994, p.51). 
 
Table 73. The Good, Moral Exemplar: Influences 
 
INFLUENCES: VARO   
Influences: Community of Artists 26 10% 
Influences: Early Encouragement in Art 4 2% 
Influences: Family on Art 11 4% 
Influences: Other Artists 16 6% 
Influences: Personal Experiences 52 20% 
Influences: Poetry, Music, Dance 12 5% 
Influences: Political, Socio-Cultural, War, Poverty 9 3% 
Influences: Religious Figures 11 4% 
Influences: Spouse/Partner 2 1% 
Influences: Literary, Philosophical, Theological Influences 116 45% 
   
TOTAL 259 100% 
 
 Varo’s biographer provides us with several key influences in Varo’s work, 
including her early exposure to literature by Jules Verne and Edgar Allen Poe. Her father 
encouraged her to read and introduced her to a more progressive form of political and 
philosophical theory than her traditional Catholic upbringing had provided. This led to a 
lifelong pursuit of metaphysical, mystical, scientific, natural, and literary knowledge. 
Varo also portrayed music and musicians frequently in her work, often as the arbiters of a 
harmonious pursuit of peace and unity. More than most of the artists in this study and 
similar to Kollwitz, Varo’s personal experiences, including her experience as a refugee, 
directly manifested in the themes of her work.   
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6. The Communal, Moral Action: Imagery and Individual 
 
I think this painting is one of my best. Here is a design for a vagabond’s clothing, but in 
this case the vagabond is not liberated. It’s a very practical and comfortable suit. As a 
means of locomotion it has front-wheel drive; by lifting his walking stick he can come to 
a halt. The garment can be sealed hermetically at night, and has a little door that can be 
locked. Some parts of the garment are made of wood but, as I said, the man is not 
liberated. On one side of the suit is a niche which serves as a living room. There you find 
a portrait hanging and three books. On his breast he is wearing a flowerpot with a rose 
growing in it, a more select and exquisite plant than the ones he encounters in these 
woods. But he needs the portrait, the rose (symbolizing nostalgia for a little garden in a 
real house) and his cat; he isn’t really free (Varo, Remedios, in Gruen, 1994, p. 55). 
 
Table 74. The Communal: Moral Action: Imagery and Individual 
 
MORAL ACTION: VARO   
Moral Action in Imagery: Attention to Marginalized Groups 25 7% 
Moral Action in Imagery: Creative Process to Serve the Work 3 1% 
Moral Action in Imagery: Ethical Theme 45 13% 
Moral Action in Imagery: Frustration with Work 0 0% 
Moral Action in Imagery: Inspiration 59 17% 
Moral Action in Imagery: Loss, Bereavement, Personal 15 4% 
Moral Action in Imagery: Meaning beyond beauty 103 29% 
Moral Action in Imagery: Spiritual; Religious 103 29% 
   
TOTAL 353 100% 
   
Moral Action: Artist as Moral or Spiritual Vehicle 36 55% 
Moral Action: Demonstrated Moral Action 1 2% 
Moral Action: Regular - Duty to Underserved 6 9% 
Moral Action: Suffering and Sacrifice 23 35% 
   
TOTAL 66 100% 
 
 
Moral Action Individual and Imagery Summary 
According to biographer Janet Kaplan, Varo identified strongly with her female 
subjects, often placing them at the center of the action being performed. The action might 
be creating an alchemic event, working towards harmony, experiencing fear, or 
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embarking on a fantastical journey in a magical form of locomotion. Therefore, it can be 
concluded that she saw herself as an artist and spiritual guide for the viewer. Her desire to 
portray a range of spiritual experiences, all striving toward harmony, is one of her 
strongest indicators of solidarity.   
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7. The Communal: Solidarity 
 
This painting (Creation of the World) is part of a study I did when starting the mural 
commission for the Cancer Pavilion (of the Medical Center in Mexico City), which I 
ultimately decided not to do. In the upper section is a small part of the zodiac: from left 
to right, in the little ships you find Scorpio, Sagittarius, and Capricorn (the rest of the 
zodiac is supposed to be beyond the edges of the painting). As you can see, with their 
hands they are pulling in celestial substances which then emerge from the exhaust pipes 
of their airships; each of the exhaust pipes is in the shape of a zodiacal sign. The celestial 
substances fall into a sort of temple where, after a proper amount of boiling and chemical 
transformation, various creatures are produced who come through the doors and go out 
into the different parts of the world. When they come out the doors, all of them are white 
and are clothed in a common white garment resembling a heavenly placenta; once they 
separate into individuals, they each take on a color. On the one hand, I am trying to 
suggest a sort of determinism and, on the other, a kind of harmony; the latter by means of 
the single astral motor that moves the little vessels. In the part of the study that I didn’t 
paint in this canvas a lack of harmony was portrayed by a hideous airship run by two 
central motors, et cetera. (Varo, Remedios in Gruen, 1994, p. 56). 
 
Table 75. The Communal: Solidarity 
 
SOLIDARITY: VARO   
Solidarity: Addresses areas of societal ills and suffering 48 13% 
Solidarity: Addresses Art Market, Monetary, Historical Problems of Artist 0 0% 
Solidarity: Advocates, Speaks out against atrocities 1 0% 
Solidarity: Belief in Engaging with Community 28 7% 
Solidarity: Concentration on the Worker, Ordinary 7 2% 
Solidarity: Consideration of the Viewer 17 4% 
Solidarity: Forms Community around Beliefs and Action 23 6% 
Solidarity: Nature 122 32% 
Solidarity: Role of the Artist 17 4% 
Solidarity: Sees Universal in All, particularly underserved, anti-elitist 120 31% 
Solidarity: Teaches Other Artists 0 0% 
   
TOTAL 383 100% 
 
Solidarity Summary 
Remedios Varo lived among, married, and collaborated with other artists. 
Whether she was in Spain, Paris, or Mexico City, she sought out relationships with 
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different types of artists and thinkers. However, she was also described as extremely 
introverted and wrote of not wanting herself as an artist to get in the way of the work she 
produced. Therefore, she is the least visible of the artists in this study. She preferred to 
work in solitude, did not write for or teach other artists, and did not publically express 
political opinions. In Varo’s work, solidarity manifests primarily in imagery of an 
underserved and marginalized gender, which Varo depicted as powerful, magical, strong, 
intellectual, and beautiful. Unlike many of the Surrealists, she chose not to portray 
illogical dreams or themes that were more instinctive or type of metaphysical 
phenomenon. Her naturalistic and human vision of harmony and unity was readily 
grasped by viewers. Thus, she achieved immediate success from the moment her work 
was first publicly displayed. Since her death, countless women artists have looked to 
Varo as one of the greatest female artists of her century. Her work is still highly regarded 
in Mexico, and attempts to bring her story to a wider audience continue today.  
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8. Other: Upbringing and External Recognition 
NO DATA 
 
Conclusion 
A significant limitation of this case example was the lack of primary source 
writings by Remedios Varo. Since much of what she wrote has not been translated into 
English, this study relied on a relatively small number of her letters and notes about her 
paintings and the research by her biographer. Thus, the study was not able to consider her 
ethical attributes as fully as was desired. However, biographical texts about Varo did 
provide useful supplemental information, which allowed a more robust weighing of 
Varo’s ethical status. 
 It has already been noted that Remedios Varo is the least known artist of this 
study. Her body of work is smaller, largely in private collections or out of the main art 
centers of the world, and she rarely wrote about her creative process. Yet I really wanted 
to include her due to her influence, both personal and widespread among those who see 
reproductions of her work. I first encountered Remedios Varo’s work in 1992 and was so 
inspired that I named my online women artists’ website after her (www.varoregistry.org). 
The Varo Registry was one of a handful of websites devoted to the arts at that time and 
the only one highlighting the work of emerging and well-known women artists. Her 
husband, Walter Gruen, was most gracious in allowing permission for and very pleased 
that her name was being honored and her work becoming more visible through this (then) 
new technology.  
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She has influenced and connected with many other women artists. Like Lawrence 
her work speaks to a part of society that is under served and has often suffered extreme 
discrimination. Her subject matter of the female figure was presented in a way that was 
antithetical to the traditional representation most often depicted for the male gaze. In 
addition, Varo’s technical abilities are unusual even for a highly-trained artist which then 
combine with a keen intuition for the metaphysical forces such as mysticism, alchemy 
and even humor.  She is an artist for art students to study in representing alternative 
forms of reality in their work while still connecting with a broad audience of viewers.   
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CHAPTER FIVE 
Discussion 
In order to explore ethics in the lives, practices, and influences of a particular type 
of ethical exemplar known as the “restored beautiful soul” (MMARBS), this dissertation 
used an initial version of an ethical model constructed for the study, which was then 
adapted as the findings evolved. The investigation examined primary source documents 
of six prominent late-19th and early-20th century visual artists. The documents were 
subdivided into major categories from the Masi Model of the Artist as Restored Beautiful 
Soul (MMARBS) framework. This model was based on 1) the philosophical theories of 
the 18th-century beautiful soul ideal of how to live one’s life as a work of art popularized 
in the Enlightenment and originated in 5th-century B.C.E. Greek philosophy (Norton, 
1995); 2) the social science construct of the moral exemplar (Swearer, 2006; Frimer, 
Walker, Lee, et al., 2012); and 3) an additional element of solidarity that “restores” the 
beautiful soul through the artist’s engagement with the communal (Rorty, 1989). The 
artists examined were Wassily Kandinky, Käthe Kollwitz, Jacob Lawrence, Mark 
Rothko, Vincent van Gogh, and Remedios Varo.  
Professions in religion, politics, medicine, finance, communications, law, the 
humanities, and the sciences have rich and complex histories. A core element of these 
histories, ethics, have largely determined how these professions have evolved and are 
currently practiced. Ethical tenets are often demonstrated in mission statements, 
legislation, research into socio-cultural issues, policy documents for private and public 
entities, religious texts and practices, and guidelines for medical and scientific research, 
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just to name a few examples. These fields include ethics as a central theme in their 
professional oaths, licensure, seminal texts, teachings, and habits of practice. For most 
professions, ethical principles are systematically and comprehensively taught in 
institutions of higher learning. However, ethics is a subject rarely addressed in a 
systematic way in the professional domain or institutions of the visual arts.  This 
discrepancy is odd since, as with so many professionals, artists have for millennia faced 
complex ethical issues and challenges.  In addition, the main accrediting body for visual 
arts educational institutions, the National Association for Schools of Art and Design 
(NASAD) expects that schools include ethics and moral problem solving pedagogy as 
cited in their general education competency recommendations.   
Due to the challenges aspiring professional artists face, it is essential that we as 
arts educators offer our students the most comprehensive education possible so they can 
sustain their careers as artists throughout their lifetimes.  To do so, visual art students 
need examples for how to integrate an ethical model into their professional identity. The 
artists researched in this study all demonstrate a complex network of ethical habits and 
practices that supported their production of art consistently across their lives. The goal of 
this study was to provide a basis for developing an ethics-based curriculum for the visual 
arts classroom using these artists as a starting point. Such a curriculum will provide a 
more comprehensive basis for discussing how the ethics of past and present visual artists 
can guide future artists toward a meaningful, fulfilling, sustained career. Arts educators 
will not only be able to use the case examples, the findings, and the cross-case analysis; 
they will also be able to apply the MMARBS to other historical and contemporary artists. 
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This will enable arts students to learn how exemplary ethical artists were able to maintain 
a sense of integrity with respect to their work, their viewers, and their communities over 
careers spanning a lifetime.  
 
Research Questions 
This investigation considered the following research questions:  
1. What ethical factors enable artists to create a significant body of art and 
career?  
2. Are these factors unique to each artist, or are there patterns across the artists? 
3. Do any such patterns provide valuable information to those creating curricula 
for the education of artists?   
 
METHODOLOGY 
In this study, there are six case examples that emerged from this research. Each 
separate case example was comprised of the artist’s biography, examples of the artist’s 
work, and individual findings. The major categories and categories from the framework 
were then organized into codes which were used to analyze each artist’s primary 
documents. This entire set of coded quotations comprised the artists’ quotations data set. 
This process guided the organization of over 13,320 coded quotations from these artists 
into major categories and categories. Many of the original 1,457 quotations corresponded 
to several of the same codes in the framework. The findings were then verified and 
triangulated with each artist’s primary biography and carefully chosen samples of their 
artwork. Then a cross-case analysis was performed in order to ascertain the aggregate 
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findings and how they related to the MMARBS model. The cross-case analysis findings 
section was comprised of the 1,457 separate quotations analyzed from the six artists’ 
primary documents. Each of the findings are thoroughly explained in Chapter 4. 
However, they are also summarized for discussion and recommendations here. 
 
Research Question #1: What ethical factors enable artists to create a significant 
body of art and career?  
 
Table 76. Findings: Ethical Factors 
Ethical Factors That Enabled the Artists to Create Their Work Over Time 
1. Ethics: Integrity to the Work 
2. Categories of the Ethical Artist 
a. Social Justice Ethical Artist 
b. Metaphysical-Philosophical Ethical Artist 
c. Spiritual Ethical Artist 
3. Solidarity 
a. Consideration of the Viewer 
b. Consideration of the Underserved, the Worker 
c. Role of Science, Metaphysics, and Nature 
4. Moral Action: Individual and in Imagery 
5. Ethics and Solidarity: Ability to Apply the Particular to the Universal 
6. Reflection on Creative Process and Philosophical Writings and Beliefs: The 
Meaning of Their Art and Art in General 
7. What it means to be an Artist:  
a. Solidarity: Role of the Artist 
b. Moral Action: Artist as Spiritual or Moral Vehicle 
8. Influences:  
a. Other Artists 
b. Poetry, Music, Philosophy, Literature, Theology, and Other Written Works 
9. Reflections About Creative Process: Media, Method, and Technique 
10.  Moral Action in Imagery: Conveying Meaning Beyond Aesthetics 
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Ethics for the visual artist have a complex and mixed history. The imposition of 
morality and ethics has often prevented artists from sharing their work. More often than 
not, the artist does not want to be told what moral or ethical standards must be met or 
how to produce their work under certain conditions. This may be one of the main reasons 
ethics is not a significant part of the arts education curriculum. However, when one 
compares the lives and works of the traditional moral exemplar from non-arts fields to the 
lives and work of many visual artists, it is clear that a direct association can be made. 
Throughout history artists have made supreme sacrifices and adhered to paths that could 
be deemed “ethical” for the sake of bringing their work to their viewers. Much like a 
priest attending to his parish or a doctor serving her patients, the artist disciplines himself 
or herself to better serve art and the viewer. This research has found that these six 
nineteenth- and twentieth-century artists are among the most ethical practitioners in any 
field. 
This study demonstrated strong ethical forces at work in case examples such as 
the following: Vincent van Gogh, whose dedication through much suffering (mental, 
physical, and emotional) and financial sacrifice produced profound and revolutionary 
works of art; Käthe Kollwitz, who chose to live for over fifty years among the most poor 
and down-trodden of Berlin just so she could be among those—the oppressed worker, 
mother, and child—whom she most wanted to portray in her art; Remedios Varo and 
Wassily Kandinsky, who were forced from their homelands by two World Wars, yet 
created universally acclaimed works of art, and in the case of Kandinsky, spiritual 
writings, that reflected their experiences and philosophies; Mark Rothko, who 
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voraciously read literature and philosophy, and wrote extensively on the philosophy of 
art, in order to develop a theory of art-making that would provide his viewer the same 
ecstasy he experienced in the act of creation; and Jacob Lawrence, who transformed his 
particular story of hardship and ancestors’ migration experiences to a universally admired 
body of work that transcended race to exemplify the human struggle. Given the profound 
discipline these artists displayed in staking out ethical paths for themselves, why are they 
not exalted for these ethical achievements to same degree as their ethical counterparts in 
other fields? Partly, this may be because the artist is responsible not simply to viewers, 
but also to their art. Because the artist must put the art before all else, this means that 
sometimes the art appears at odds with the viewers and therefore, the artist may appear to 
be unethical.  However, each of these artists demonstrated a breadth of ethical standards 
comparable to and often exceeding the standards of ethical exemplars from non-art 
professional domains.   
Research Question #2: Are these factors unique to each artist, or are there 
patterns across the artists? 
This question is addressed in the discovery of the three types of ethical artists that 
emerged from in this study: social justice; metaphysical/philosophical; and spiritual. In 
terms of the spiritual, there was considerable crossover among all three types of artist. 
However, a significant difference was found in the writings of the artists focused 
primarily on social justice themes (Kollwitz, Lawrence, and, to some extent, Van Gogh) 
versus the artists focused primarily on metaphysical and philosophical themes 
(Kandinsky, Rothko, Van Gogh, Varo). Therefore, the differences among the artists are 
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most productively considered using the three categorizations proposed above.  
 
Table 77: Types of Ethical Artists 
Types of Ethical Artists   
Social Justice Kollwitz, Lawrence, Van Gogh 
Metaphysical/Philosophical Kandinsky, Rothko, Van Gogh, Varo 
Spiritual All 
 
Research Question #3: Do any such patterns provide valuable information to 
those creating curricula for the education of artists?   
Arts-education institutions, faculty, students, and organizing entities must work 
together to deliver appropriate ethics-based instruction. Only when all parties recognize 
the importance of a comprehensive ethics-based curriculum and program can core 
NASAD competencies be fully addressed. This is important for ensuring that institutions 
of higher education meet both the NASAD accreditation competencies and also, more 
importantly, the needs of their art students. When considering the recommendations it is 
essential to keep in mind the most important stakeholders of which, first and foremost, is 
the art student.  
 The most important stakeholder relative to the results of these analyses and 
recommendations are the visual art students pursuing degrees from NASAD member 
institutions. If the accreditation process is meant to be a quality-control mechanism to 
assure the students and their families that services are in place, the arts institutions and 
programs owe the student consumer transparency as to how and if the standards and 
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competencies are met. Since ethics and moral problem-solving constitute such an 
important expectation for accreditation, there is no question these concerns should be 
addressed comprehensively in arts education curricula.  
 The visual arts programs and colleges/universities also benefit from the oversight 
from NASAD, which gives them an independent, objective set of standards from which 
to develop a superlative education for their students. NASAD is also an important 
stakeholder in this study’s analysis since NASAD must ensure that they are holding 
themselves to the same set of standards as their member institutions. Educational 
researchers also play an important role in this effort to design and implement curricula 
that will more comprehensively address ethics in the visual arts.  
 
IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
Art programs must provide the most well-rounded education possible for students 
preparing to enter the art world by imparting the knowledge, skills, concepts, history, 
critical theory necessary to sustain the young artist in his or her professional career. The 
desire to make an impact and express one’s creativity brings a unique blend of 
individuals to the higher arts education field.  How the field meets the challenge of 
shaping and guiding, without restricting, artistic freedom is discussed in the literature as 
an ever-evolving problem. To begin to meet this need, the following recommendations 
are offered as points from which to begin.   
It is important to state that these recommendations are in no way meant to censor 
or dictate any standards for a work of art or the creative efforts of any artist. These 
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recommendations are meant to make young artists aware of the ethical implications of 
their work so that they can both defend their work and also direct their vision in ways 
consistent with their own ethical standards.  
Implications 
In addition to the recommendations generated by this study, there are several 
implications that bear further research that would almost certainly benefit the visual art 
student.  
Implication #1: Addressing the Presence of Mental Illness in this Study of Six 
Visual Artists. 
Among the most troubling findings in this study were the mental health 
challenges that each of the six artists faced. Rothko and Van Gogh committed suicide, 
and Varo died somewhat mysteriously at a young age, having suffered bouts of 
depression and with lingering questions about the manner in which she passed away. 
Lawrence and Van Gogh suffered severe bouts of mental illness that led to multiple 
hospitalizations. Kollwitz wrote about her struggles with melancholia, Rothko about his 
struggles with depression, and Kandinsky documented how disturbed he was by his 
hallucinations and extreme emotions.  
At the same time, the findings also show that all the artists were very productive 
during dormant periods in their illnesses, a phenomenon well documented in the literature 
(Jamison, 1996; Rothenberg, 2015; Richards & Runco, 1998). The role of mental illness 
in the arts has been researched in the psychological and creativity literature, and art 
students would no doubt benefit from hearing, via primary source documents, from the 
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artists themselves about their struggles with mental illness. That important task, however, 
is beyond scope of the present study. 
Implication #2. Shifting the Current Focus of Business Practices to Ethical 
Problem Solving in Arts Pedagogy.  
The findings of this study also showed how little these artists mentioned their 
considerable achievements in the art world, despite the widespread acclaim all of them, 
aside from Van Gogh, received during their lifetimes. Therefore, arts educators must 
acknowledge that emphasis on professional practices and the art market does not 
constitute a comprehensive ethical focus. 
Implication #3: Training Faculty in Ethics and Moral Problem-Solving. 
Faculty teaching ethics-related subject matter should also receive specific arts- 
and ethics-based training as necessary to enable them to apply the tools from this study to 
their own curricula. Workshops tailored to specific faculty would help instructors as they 
strive to foster conversation among students who must grapple with how to use artists’ 
writings to solve particular ethical dilemmas. This training should include an introduction 
to the philosophical foundation of ethics, the Code of Ethics for the Visual Artist, the 
Masi Model of the Artist as Restored Beautiful Soul (MMARBS), and the other tools 
described below.   
Recommendations 
Recommendation # 1: Incorporating the Voices of Artists into Arts 
Education Curricula.  
 
In terms of bridging theory and practice, one of the most significant findings of 
this study was the realization that art students need to hear directly from successful artists 
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who have come before them. There is a rich history of this mode of pedagogy in many 
other fields. However, current art students hear from those who preceded them almost 
exclusively through intermediaries, i.e., interpretations of artists’ work as proffered by 
historians and educators. It is essential that arts students hear accounts of the artists’ lives 
and work as told by the artists themselves. The systematic and comprehensive 
incorporation of visual arts diaries, letters, published writings, oral and video interviews, 
and other forms of media should be central to the education of the visual artist. This study 
found a rich body of knowledge in the areas of ethics that could be incorporated into any 
study of a visual artist’s work.  
According to arts educator Laurie Olson-Horswill (2005), encouraging students to 
relate their own stories to the stories of famous, notable, or historical moral exemplars in 
the visual arts will engage students more deeply in the learning process while also 
establishing important connections to the subject matter. Oral histories, stories, and visual 
imagery from other artists and cultures can also enhance many other areas of the 
curriculum, making the arts a tapestry from which to weave meaningful, interrelated 
threads. Students learn to respect differences and understand the universal truths “that 
[have] united us as human beings” (p. 178).  
Recommendation #2 Developing a Professional Code of Ethics for the Visual 
Art Student. 
 
There is considerable agreement in the literature that the primary purpose of a 
studio arts education is the development of the student as a creative person (Jacob & 
Baas, 2009; Madoff, 2009).  However, aesthetician and professor of philosophy at Long 
Island University Arnold Berleant (1977) noted that although ethical challenges have for 
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centuries been part of a career in the arts, these challenges have become more complex 
and challenging in the twentieth century and, by extension, the twenty-first century. He 
questioned whether it is now time for a certain moral or social code to be applied to the 
career of the artist. Given the confusion around how to frame ethics within such a code, a 
thorough examination of ethical practices specific to the visual arts is needed. Berleant 
has developed an ethical theory that divides the ethical demands placed on the artist into 
three levels.  
Level 1: The artist as human being  
The first level addresses the artist’s role as a human being operating in the world. This 
has nothing to do with the artist as artist, but rather as an individual operating within 
society as a fair, honest, and trustworthy person following the tenets of basic decency that 
apply to everyone (Berleant, 1977). This level can be helpful when training young artists, 
as many situations he or she will encounter are not unique to the arts. As part of the 
human race, the artist shares with others a common humanity that can raise moral 
dilemmas.  How one conducts business, negotiates commissions, treats a model, prices 
work, acknowledges authorship, and maintains reliability are among ethical situations 
that would not require a specialized set of ethics for the artist.  
Level 2: The artist in society 
Berleant’s (1977) second level involves what he calls “artist in society” (p. 199). This 
level is concerned wherein the uniqueness of being an artist would come into play from 
an ethical perspective. Ethical violations at this level include exploiting the work; failing 
to adhere to legal obligations; manipulating the viewer for external ends such as money 
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or fame; or falsifying aspect of the work. Shephard Fairey’s case of using a 
photographer’s copyrighted image as the basis for his widely-distributed Obama Hope 
poster is an example of this type of ethical violation. Artists have a certain type of 
creative freedom that can be difficult to defend but is still necessary. They have special 
privileges, including creative freedom or artistic license, and they are rarely tasked with 
guaranteeing anything other than aesthetic interest and engagement. This freedom 
becomes problematic when the artist’s work glorifies violence or racism. Examples 
include the aesthetically-pleasing but ethically-compromised work of Nazi filmmaker 
Leni Riefenstahl. 
 If there are any efforts in arts educational settings today toward an ethical 
education it is in meeting this level of challenge. Many arts programs have business 
practice courses where some of these issues are raised.  
Level 3: The artist’s obligation first and foremost to the integrity of the 
art 
The third, and most challenging, level of Berleant’s (1977) schema entails the 
artist’s obligation to the integrity of the art itself (p. 197). At this level, the artist’s intent 
is key, as he or she is tasked with absolute sincerity to the work of art. This is a distinct 
demand required only of those who are in the creative arts. It is in relation to this demand 
that artists most often surprise, and even shock, society. According to Berleant (1977), 
when this demand is violated, the artist is “not only untruthful but immoral” (p. 198). 
This highest ethical level “demands honesty of artists more than truth, [and] condemns 
them for acquiescing in formulas” (p.198). Violations at this level include the following: 
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the art is repetitive and no longer seeks new dimensions of awareness or meaning; the art 
clashes with the artist’s own political or religious convictions; or the artwork is 
compromised for the sake of earnings. The nineteenth-century American painter John 
Singer Sargent was criticized by his contemporaries for creating idealized portraits of 
those in certain parts of society and using his skills and talents for financial and social 
gain. The principle at work here is the integrity of the artist as the primary ethical 
demand. This finding was the most significant and prevalent in the writings of these six 
artists. This demand may take precedence over any obligation to the self, community, or 
society. However, such an imperative can come at great personal cost.  
In order to bring this discussion into the classroom broadening the context of the 
business practices approach would mean exposing students to moral dilemmas unique to 
their profession and engage in Socratic dialogue in order to work them through.  
Bringing the stakeholders together in order to create a professional Visual Artist 
Code of Ethics, ideally using the Berleant three-tiered framework described above as a 
point of departure, is a necessary first step in establishing an ethically rigorous education 
for the art student. Such a foundation would enable the ethical concepts and moral 
problem-solving to be taught in a manner directly relevant to various arts educational 
settings and curricula. Students would then have an ethical framework in place to help 
them undertake moral problem-solving in the context of their work and their lives more 
broadly. Working in collaboration with the departments of philosophy and psychology 
(moral development), and other relevant academic resources, studio and art history 
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professors could bring together the important voices to design this code of ethics for their 
students. 
Recommendation 3: Development of a Curriculum of Ethics and Moral 
Problem-Solving Using the Methods and Findings from this Study. 
 
In arts education, little is taught about what being an artist really means or even 
how one becomes an artist. Even less is taught about how ethical decisions have been 
made by artists who have sustained their visions over time—about how they charted their 
own paths and resolved morally problematic situations. Knowledge of such artists’ case 
examples, including the complex ethical influences on the artists, would help students 
clarify their own visions and careers over time. The MMARBS framework provides a 
detailed means of understanding the sacrifices successful artists have made, how the 
artists maintained integrity to the work, and other important ethical aspects of the life of 
an artist. With the study of additional artists the MMARBS could be expanded to include 
other ethical factors to benefit the arts student.  
The results of this study provide a rich empirical basis for designing curricula to 
address the ethical concerns of the visual artist. The MMARBS and findings could also 
help art students organize their thinking about the themes generated by this study. In the 
spirit of the Socratic tradition, teachers should pose questions, explain the origins of those 
questions, and work through the relevant ethical dilemmas with their students, thus 
helping the students build moral integrity by practicing rigorous moral reasoning. 
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Table 78: Key Findings from this Study 
 
1. Individual Case Examples  
a. Biography 
b. Key Artist’s Works 
c. Individual Ethical Findings (ethics, philosophical writings & beliefs, 
influences, reflection about creative process, moral action, solidarity) 
 
2. Masi Model of the Artist as Restored Beautiful Soul Framework (MMARBS) 
 
3. Ten Ethical Factors that Informed the Lives and Works of the Artists 
4. 3 Classifications of Ethical Artists (Social Justice, Metaphysical/Philosophical, 
Spiritual) 
 
The primary source material (autobiographies, journals, interviews) related to 
artists’ case examples provide a means of designing pedagogy targeting moral dilemmas 
and problem-solving. These examples will engage the student in the artists’ lives, creative 
paths, and responses to specific ethical dilemmas. Particular suggestions for this 
recommendation include:  
1. Coursework that includes studies of artists’ journals, letters, and other forms 
of communication in order to convey the individual voices of visual artists.  
 
2. Texts written by visual artists and other authors that specifically address the 
spiritual, philosophical, and metaphysical, all of which are essential aspects of 
an ethical framework for the aspiring professional artist.   
 
3. Exposure to writings, performances, and other media that introduce the art 
student to a broader range of art forms (poetry, music, dance, literature, etc.), 
thus productively applying the finding that all six of this study’s artists 
continually educated themselves in a wide range of intellectual material and 
other art forms.   
 
Recommendation 4: Further Research to Expand the Arts Education 
Curriculum to Include Ethically Exemplary Artists. 
 
How ethics should be taught to students of higher education is a complex 
question. Ethical conduct is also of central concern the research community. For 
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example, the American Educational Research Association (AERA) holds researchers to 
the highest standard of ethics (AERA, Code of Ethics, 2018). Researchers have closely 
examined the different ways that various disciplines educate students on codes of ethics. 
However, there is little empirical research on how ethics is delivered in the context of 
visual arts education. Given this lack, it is crucial for researchers to direct more attention 
to the ethical responsibilities and dilemmas of the visual artist and the ways in which 
ethically-based curricula can be developed for aspiring visual artists. Researchers in this 
field must at all times remain aware of two core values unique to the arts: creative 
freedom and the artist’s obligation to the work above all else.  
This study provides a point of departure for future empirical studies into ethics-
based curricula and pedagogical approaches that incorporate the artists’ own unique 
voices. Including ethics-based curricula in higher arts education would likely have a 
trickle-down effect, since future K-12 arts instructors would be prepared, and 
encouraged, to introduce ethical reasoning to their own students. 
Further analysis encompassing a random sample of additional visual artists would 
be the logical next step for this area of research. Interviewing art historians, curators, and 
experts in aesthetic and ethical theory would also be an essential component of future 
research.   
 
Potential Directions for Future Research  
 
1. Further Analysis of the Meaning of the Artwork and Spiritual and 
Metaphysical Themes.  
Three categories from the findings have emerged that merit further research in 
   
 
 
328 
another study: quotations related to the artist’s description of the meaning of his or her 
own work, quotations related to the spiritual aspect of the work, and quotations related to 
the metaphysical influences on the work. These categories encompassed a wide range of 
perspectives, context, and content. Each artist spoke very differently about these factors, 
all of which were extremely important ethical indicators in the artists’ writings. Further 
research into how to unpack these three categories would be a significant next step in the 
project this study has initiated.   
2. Quantitative Analysis of the Data.  
The data from the artists’ writings were presented in descriptive analytical form, 
specifically, in counts and percentages that reflected the major categories and categories 
of the codes that the quotations generated. Applying quantitative analytic measures to the 
data set could expand the correlations and significance to reflect a wider range of findings 
and relationship between the factors in the MMARBS.   
3. The Use of Secondary Sources as an Additional Source of Data 
Collection.  
The coding of secondary sources, in addition to the primary source documents, 
would also be of use. This addition would expand the findings in several key areas 
important to the traditional moral exemplar, including work ethic, influences, and further 
interpretation of ethical habits of practice. Future studies based on secondary sources 
could also be used to create a more consistent base of research that was not possible in 
this study. This study focused on as many primary sources as possible, as it was essential 
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to the researcher to record the artists’ voices firsthand. However, future studies may aim 
to gather more data from the biographies in order to eliminate any possible bias that 
could result from the fact that the individual artists were writing for very different 
audiences. 
4. The Use of Artists’ Case Examples for Diverse Populations. 
Given the increasing diversity of student populations in the arts, it is important to 
consider the needs of various demographics—whether in terms of ethnicity, gender, 
sexual-orientation, or otherwise—when designing curricula to teach ethics and moral 
problem-solving. Educator M. Merrion (2009) has observed that, as higher education 
becomes more broadly accessible, more third-generation immigrants will take courses in 
the arts and be able to afford the luxury of this major. Experts project higher enrollment 
and proportions of art students representing all ethnic and LGBTQ minority populations 
(Merion, 2009). 
Sleeter and Grant (1994) have defined multicultural education as a “cultural 
democracy approach for it promotes cultural pluralism and social equity by reforming the 
school program” (p. 55). By providing students a framework for understanding the 
differences and commonalities among various aspects of race, gender, class, and 
disability, narrative teaching techniques can bring many different “cultural and social 
exemplars and perspectives” (Stuhr, 1994, p. 175) into the arts classroom. A key aspect 
of teaching art with a multicultural approach is ensuring that all aspects of curricula 
include the art, culture, histories, and experiences of racial and ethnic minorities in the 
United States (Walker, 2001). Traditionally, despite the enormous contributions people of 
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color have made to the cultural fabric of the United States, systemic prejudices and 
stereotypes have rendered invisible the histories of artists of color. (Takiki, 1993). 
Bringing local artists of color into the classroom to discuss their experiences and their art 
would expand this area for all students. Artists discussing their work in their own words 
was an approach used by arts educator Harriet Walker in New Orleans. According to 
Walker (2007), 
Fine art in museums is usually removed from the day-to-day lives of people who 
live in urban ghettos, yet the words and work of these artists make it clear that art 
is important because of its connection to the spiritual needs and cultural identity 
of African American people. Art functions in a way that makes it crucial for the 
survival of this community, and the role of these artists as transmitters of cultural 
knowledge fills a lack in the school curriculum (p. 260). 
 
Limitations  
This study focused on as many primary sources as possible, which was essential 
to capturing the artists’ voices firsthand. Biographical information was not used to 
calculate the findings for the five artists of the six artists in this study. The reason for this 
decision was not only to focus on the artist’s own voices but that gathering biographical 
information for the other five artists in this study could alter the results. However, such 
information could expand the findings in several key areas of the MMARBS such as 
work ethic, influences, and ethical habits of practice. However, adding data from the 
biographies may help mitigate bias or skewing due to the different audiences each artist 
wrote for, thus creating a more consistent base of research. 
The study was also limited by the fact that, for the non-English speaking artists, 
translations were used. The original German, Dutch, and Spanish texts were not 
consulted. 
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An additional limitation was the lack of English-language writings by Remedios 
Varo reflecting the ethical concerns of her life and work and reliance on the secondary 
source of her biographer, Janet Kaplan’s, dissertation. Due to the heavy reliance on a 
relatively small number of her letters and notes about her paintings, this study’s account 
of her ethical influences is not as comprehensive as desired. However, additional 
biographical information provided in several texts offered an opportunity to expand these 
findings.  
 
CONCLUSION 
This study examined primary source documents from six visual artists to produce 
insight into ethical principles and moral problem solving strategies specific to the visual 
artist. By using the six case studies included in this investigation and applying the Masi 
Model of the Artist as Resorted Beautiful Soul (MMARBS) to other successful visual 
artists, instructors can develop unique curricula to introduce, structure, and foster 
dialogue about personal and professional ethics for aspiring young artists. The MMARBS 
is especially effective in the classroom because, unlike some other pedagogical 
approaches, it is fundamentally integrative. 
As noted in Chapter 1, in his study of seven extraordinary creative individuals, 
cognitive psychologist Howard Gardner observed that each of them had struck a Faustian 
bargain for the sake of the work. These individuals placed their work above all else, 
including personal desire, family, politics, religion, and other important aspects of the 
social fabric (Gardner, 1993). Though this finding provides important context, it has 
perhaps also contributed to a negative perception of the visual artist as necessarily 
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narcissistic, and sometimes even cruel, in service to his or her art.  
The current study has revealed a more holistic approach to life and work for each 
of the six artists, suggesting that their devotion to the integrity of the artwork did not 
compromise their ability to function in personal relationships or in their communities. In 
fact, the findings overwhelming indicated that the ethical principles that bolstered 
absolute devotion to the work helped each artist flourish in many other aspects of his or 
her life as well. This discovery was particular salient to understanding the effects of 
mental illness on the artists. During their healthier periods, they were not only much more 
prolific in their artistic output, but also much more active and fulfilled in the other facets 
of their lives. 
The most important finding was each artist’s profound, sustained, and intentional 
commitment to the integrity of his or her work. The artists’ ability to elucidate this intent 
is invaluable for the visual arts student. 
These findings are of considerable importance because they give voice to a 
domain of creators whose own written and spoken accounts have not been sufficiently 
considered by many of those interpreting their lives and works. Unlike other artists or 
individuals who may occasionally create works that address an ethical theme, these artists 
were dedicated to their chosen ethical themes for their entirety of their careers. Like 
traditional moral exemplars, these artists sustained their vision over time. Their work 
ethic and level of commitment is demonstrated by the scope and depth their influences, 
by their ability to talk about media and technique in relation to the meaning of their work, 
by the spiritual and metaphysical components of their lives, and by their prioritizing of 
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the work of art above all else.  
Like any higher education setting, art schools, colleges and universities have an 
obligation to prepare their students as fully as possible for the challenges in the field. A 
study of arts-related ethical issues should go far beyond spontaneous conversations that 
may arise from the profound, yet complex, ethical work of Ai Wei Wei, past 
controversies around the Robert Mapplethorpe exhibits, Rudolph Giuliani’s censorship of 
the Brooklyn Museum, the “shock art” of Chris Burden, whether to post imagery on 
Facebook or YouTube, or other topics that have occasionally been addressed in arts 
education courses. Even when such subjects spontaneously arise, the way the 
conversation is shaped by the instructor is extremely important and should be accounted 
for in the training of arts educators. The faculty facilitating this area of the curriculum 
should be steeped in the study of ethics and the ethical factors relevant to these artistic 
role models, and how such knowledge can help guide the art student in today’s world. 
Universities and colleges should not assume their students will find their way to the 
philosophy department to address ethics in their lives and work. All arts education 
institutions should create specific courses reflecting the findings from this study into their 
programs. They should require arts-related ethical issues and case studies as key 
components of arts pedagogy. NASAD must uphold all its standards and competencies 
and provide educational institutions a clearer path to fulfilling its ethical and moral 
problem-solving competency.  
Arts-education institutions and other relevant entities must work together to 
deliver ethics-based instruction to aspiring professional artists. This study’s examination 
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of six nineteenth- and twentieth-century artists provides a means of generating 
meaningful dialogue about the ways in which ethics-based curricula should inform the 
education of today’s art students. A comprehensive ethics-based curriculum, as well as 
the assurance that it is being upheld, is necessary for institutions of higher education in 
the arts to meet the NASAD expectations and fulfill their ethical obligation to their art 
students.  
Among the most prestigious acknowledgements of an individual’s excellence in 
ethics, influence, or admiration are accolades such as Time’s Person of the Year and 
Gallup’s annual ranking of “most admired” people. However, rarely, if ever, does one see 
a visual artist on any of these lists. The Nobel Prize, long the preeminent award for 
ethical achievement, was established by Alfred Nobel to acknowledge those who have 
performed “to the greatest benefit of mankind” (Nobel, 2018). Despite the many 
categories—chemistry, economics, literature, peace, physics, and physiology or 
medicine—for which this most prestigious honor is bestowed, there is no category that 
specifically recognizes the visual artist. There is no Nobel Prize for Art. Thus arose the 
question that was posed at the beginning of this study: Do contributions to the visual arts 
fall outside the realm of ethics, thus rendering visual artists ineligible to serve as models 
of the ethical life? In the realm of ethics, are artists unworthy of society’s admiration? 
This study says no.  
In light of the sustained ethical decision-making in the lives and habits of practice 
of artists like Wassily Kandinsky, Käthe Kollwitz, Jacob Lawrence, Mark Rothko, 
Vincent Van Gogh, and Remedios Varo, it is clear that visual artists have earned their 
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place among the most ethically admirable individuals in history. It is the hope of this 
researcher that this study will provide a touchpoint for the field of arts education to work 
toward the recognition of the ethical exemplars in our field so that the great visual artists 
of the past and the future will be widely recognized, as they deserve to be, for the ethical 
example they embody in their lives and work in order to provide to the fullest benefit of 
our students.  
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